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Abstract 
Bali is experiencing a transition from agriculture to tourism, a transformation with 
economic, social, environmental and political consequences. The Indonesian Government 
plans to expand the national tourism industry and increase the number of annual foreign 
visitors to Indonesia from 9.2 million to 20 million by 2020. Tourism is already Bali’s 
largest industry and the island is Indonesia’s primary tourism destination. The increase in 
foreign visitors to Bali is expected to have significant social consequences and worsen 
existing environmental stresses, such as freshwater availability and plastic pollution. 
According to Balinese NGO IDEP, water tables in parts of Bali have already dropped over 
50 meters in less than ten years and 60 per cent of watersheds are at risk of drying up in 
the future. Indonesia is also the second biggest contributor to marine plastic pollution, 
accounting for 10 per cent of annual discharge globally. 
This thesis explores how sociocultural factors influence environmental management in 
Canggu, a popular international tourism destination in Bali. I focus on the risk of 
freshwater scarcity and plastic pollution because these are the two most urgent 
environmental pressures the island faces and threaten the environmental sustainability of 
Bali’s tourism economy. This thesis also demonstrates the close relationships between 
religion, tourism and environment in Bali. Balinese people describe themselves and their 
surroundings in terms of sekala and niskala, a hybrid and interrelated binary way of 
thinking and being in the world that shapes Bali Hindu engagements with their 
surroundings. 
I examine water management, plastic litter and religious practices, to analyse the 
consequences the shift towards tourism has on the ways Balinese people conceptualise 
and engage with ‘environment’. This thesis explores how Balinese people navigate ritual 
practices and environmental relationships while living and working in an international 
mass tourism destination. The key research question asks: how do Balinese people 
articulate and relate to their surroundings? I adopt a political ecology analysis of 
qualitative data collected during ethnographic fieldwork and examine ritual practices that 
co-constitute Balinese people’s engagements with their physical and metaphysical 
surroundings. Political ecology enables me to investigate environmental management and 
the anthropogenic causes and social consequences of environmental pressures. I draw 
on political ecology to analyse the socioeconomic and political processes that shape water 
  
access and plastic pollution. I also use ethnography to examine metaphysical and social 
relationships. 
I present two arguments about environmental management: first, I argue that there are 
types of environmental issues that are solved through ceremonies and therefore stand to 
some extent outside of government control; and second, environmental management 
policies and practices should be inclusive of Balinese religious practices, norms and 
governance structures to ensure the social acceptance of continued tourism development 
in Bali. 
Religious relationships with the world shape reactions to tourism, because Bali Hindu 
devotees respond to the consequences of the tourism influx through rituals and actions 
directed at deities and intangible actors. The thesis concludes that tourism development 
physically alters Canggu’s environment and reshapes human relationships with 
environment. 
 
  
Declaration by author 
This thesis is composed of my original work, and contains no material previously 
published or written by another person except where due reference has been made in the 
text. I have clearly stated the contribution by others to jointly-authored works that I have 
included in my thesis. 
 
I have clearly stated the contribution of others to my thesis as a whole, including 
statistical assistance, survey design, data analysis, significant technical procedures, 
professional editorial advice, financial support and any other original research work used 
or reported in my thesis. The content of my thesis is the result of work I have carried out 
since the commencement of my higher degree by research candidature and does not 
include a substantial part of work that has been submitted to qualify for the award of any 
other degree or diploma in any university or other tertiary institution. I have clearly stated 
which parts of my thesis, if any, have been submitted to qualify for another award. 
 
I acknowledge that an electronic copy of my thesis must be lodged with the University 
Library and, subject to the policy and procedures of The University of Queensland, the 
thesis be made available for research and study in accordance with the Copyright Act 
1968 unless a period of embargo has been approved by the Dean of the Graduate 
School.  
 
I acknowledge that copyright of all material contained in my thesis resides with the 
copyright holder(s) of that material. Where appropriate I have obtained copyright 
permission from the copyright holder to reproduce material in this thesis and have sought 
permission from co-authors for any jointly authored works included in the thesis. 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Publications included in this thesis 
Wright, T. (2015a). Water, Tourism and Social Change: a discussion of Environmental 
Perceptions in Bali. Journal of Bali Studies, 5(1), 1-22. 
Wright, T. (2015b). Water, Tourism and Social Change: a discussion of Environmental 
Perceptions in Bali. In Putra, I. N. D. and Campbell, S. (Eds.) Recent Developments in 
Bali Tourism: Culture, Heritage and Landscape in an Open Fortress, Udayana: Buku Arti. 
Wright, T. (2016). Beneath the surface of tourism in Bali. The Conversation. Available 
via: https://theconversation.com/beneath-the-surface-of-tourism-in-bali-64673 
Wright, T. (2017a). How can Indonesia win against plastic pollution? The Conversation. 
Available via: https://theconversation.com/how-can-indonesia-win-against-plastic-
pollution-80966  
Wright, T. (2017b). Indonesia vows to tackle marine pollution. The Conversation. 
Available via: https://theconversation.com/indonesia-vows-to-tackle-marine-pollution-
74038   
Wright, T. (2017c). Book review: Strang, V. Water: Nature and Culture. Reaktion 
Books. Human Ecology (45):5. Available via: 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10745-017-9935-
0?wt_mc=Internal.Event.1.SEM.ArticleAuthorOnlineFirst 
Submitted manuscripts included in this thesis 
No manuscripts submitted for publication. 
Other publications during candidature 
No other publications. 
Contributions by others to the thesis  
No contributions by others. 
Statement of parts of the thesis submitted to qualify for the award of another 
degree 
No works submitted towards another degree have been included in this thesis. 
Research Involving Human or Animal Subjects  
Ethics approval number: RHD4/2015 
  
Acknowledgements 
First of all, I thank my primary supervisor Dr Sally Babidge. Sally has mentored me 
from the first year during my undergraduate program in anthropology, through Honours 
and this PhD. Without her continued support, encouragement and intellectual rigour I 
could not have done this project. Dr Lee Wilson supported me as secondary supervisor 
and I thank him for his help, mentorship and for sharing his experiences as researcher in 
Indonesia. I also thank Dr Yancey Orr who acted as third supervisor towards the start of 
the project. I thank the University of Queensland’s School of Social Sciences 
postgraduate community for their continued support, friendships and intellectual 
engagement. 
I acknowledge and thank Putu Adi Sayoga (Sayoga), Ni Made Indira Santi (Indira), Elsa 
Taraniar and Sandria Komalasari for their help in various stages of my fieldwork. Sayoga 
and Indira helped to conduct interviews, find and approach relevant people, while Elsa 
and Sandria helped with transcribing and translating interviews. I thank and acknowledge 
the interlocutors who supported this research through their time and contributions. Without 
their generous support this project would not have been possible. Jane Ahlstrand is a 
Discourse Analyst with over 15 years of experience in Balinese society and a PhD alumni 
from the School of Language and Cultures at the University of Queensland. I thank her for 
her generous help with translations. I thank Dr Helen Creese for comments on an early 
chapter draft. 
I thank Professor I Nyoman Darma Putra from the Tourism Studies program at 
Universitas Udayana for acting as sponsor for the research visa and inviting me as a 
friend to Bali. I thank Dr Kevin Grove and the Department of Global and Sociocultural 
Studies at Florida International University for inviting me to their department to present my 
research in 2017 and workshop ideas with the department’s postgraduate community. I 
thank Pak Indriyo K. Sukmono and the members of the Yale Indonesia Forum at Yale 
University for inviting me to present my research to their community, who helped me 
develop my ideas through constructive discussion. 
This research was made possible through the generous support of an Australian 
Government Research Training Program Scholarship and additional grants, awards and 
bursaries (see financial support below). I thank the Ministry for Research, Technology and 
  
Higher Education of the Republic of Indonesia for granting me the permit to conduct this 
research. 
My late grandfather wrote his PhD dissertation in chemistry on a typewriter in post-war 
Germany when he was 30 years old in 1954. He was forced into the war aged 17 in 1941 
and carried his laminated high school diploma with him through World War 2. His never-
ending lust for knowledge (“Neugierde”), curiosity and good humour remain an inspiration. 
I dedicate this dissertation to him and his wife of 65+ years, my loving grandparents, Dr 
Norbert (1924 – 2018) and Margarete Schink (1927 – 2018). 
 
Financial support 
This research was supported by an Australian Government Research Training Program 
Scholarship. 
Additional financial support: Candidate Development Award (UQ Graduate School, 
University of Queensland); UQ – CUHK Symposium Travel Bursary (School of Social 
Sciences, University of Queensland); Postgraduate Workshop grant (Sydney Southeast 
Asia Centre, University of Sydney); Fieldwork Bursary Funding (School of Social 
Sciences, University of Queensland); AAS/ANSA Combined Conference Travel Grant 
(Australian Anthropology Association). 
Keywords 
Anthropology, ethnography, political ecology, Bali Hindu, environmental management, 
plastic litter, tourism, water management, water, waste management. 
Australian and New Zealand Standard Research Classifications (ANZSRC) 
ANZSRC code: 160104, Social and Cultural Anthropology 100% 
 
Fields of Research (FoR) Classification 
FoR code: 0601, Anthropology, 100% 
 
 
 
  
Beyond the physical: Environmental relationships in Bali, Indonesia. 
Beyond the physical: Environmental relationships in Bali, Indonesia. ............................. 8 
Chapter 1: Rice fields and villas ........................................................................................ 1 
Morning rituals by the beach ........................................................................................... 1 
Living in Canggu ............................................................................................................. 2 
From agriculture to tourism ............................................................................................. 6 
The tourism economy in Canggu .................................................................................... 7 
Freshwater and plastic: environmental challenges ........................................................ 9 
Intentions and questions ............................................................................................... 12 
Working the field............................................................................................................ 13 
Translation and articulation ....................................................................................... 22 
Thesis outline ................................................................................................................ 26 
Chapter 2: Beyond the physical: concepts of environment ............................................ 30 
Environment: thinking beyond nature and culture........................................................ 32 
The Balinese world: beyond the physical ..................................................................... 33 
A Balinese order of the world and Tri Hita Karana ................................................... 34 
Intangible actors: niskala beings ............................................................................... 37 
Ritual practices and Bali Hindu engagements with the world .................................. 39 
Water, purification and environment ......................................................................... 43 
Human relationships with environment ........................................................................ 46 
Environmental management ..................................................................................... 46 
Political ecology ......................................................................................................... 48 
Ethnography and political ecology ............................................................................ 51 
Environmental relationships: a hybrid approach ...................................................... 53 
Conclusions ................................................................................................................... 55 
Chapter 3: The flow of water in Canggu .......................................................................... 56 
Shifting forms of water management in Canggu .......................................................... 58 
  
The political ecology of water and tourism ................................................................... 60 
Thinking through water: society, environment and power........................................ 61 
Tourism and water ..................................................................................................... 64 
Subak and land conversion .......................................................................................... 65 
Tourism and freshwater ................................................................................................ 69 
Consequences of tourism and shifting relations with freshwater ................................ 75 
Conclusion ..................................................................................................................... 79 
Chapter 4: Sebel and the threat of disorder .................................................................... 80 
Sacredness, impurity and pollution: engagements with environment ......................... 82 
Pollution and impurity: a key distinction .................................................................... 84 
The state of being sebel ................................................................................................ 88 
Sekala and niskala: tangible and intangible realms ..................................................... 90 
Purification and disorder ............................................................................................... 91 
A post mortem ritual ...................................................................................................... 95 
Sebel: a threat to the order of the world ....................................................................... 98 
Conclusion ................................................................................................................... 103 
Chapter 5: Ceremonies and intangible relations ........................................................... 105 
Engaging with niskala in the context of tourism ......................................................... 106 
Pollution and impurity: environmental management beyond the physical............. 109 
Pura Batu Lumbang: a manifestation of Dewa Baruna.............................................. 110 
Praying for good business .......................................................................................... 114 
The beings that act in the world .................................................................................. 117 
‘Management’ beyond the physical ........................................................................ 118 
Ceremonies and their effects on the world ............................................................. 121 
Conclusion ................................................................................................................... 123 
Chapter 6: Plastic litter in Canggu: a mounting issue ................................................... 123 
Living with plastic litter ................................................................................................ 126 
  
Plastic litter: definition and challenges to environmental management ................. 127 
Causes of plastic litter and forms of mismanagement ............................................... 128 
Burning plastic: “we don’t have a choice” ............................................................... 129 
Discarding waste in waterways ............................................................................... 130 
Consequences of plastic litter ..................................................................................... 132 
Life by the beach: knowing and observing plastic .................................................. 132 
Plastic litter in waterways ........................................................................................ 134 
Polluted beaches and loss of business .................................................................. 136 
Plastic litter and socioeconomic challenges for waste management ........................ 138 
Conclusion ................................................................................................................... 139 
Chapter 7: Managing environment: beyond the physical ............................................. 140 
Environmental management: beyond government policy .......................................... 143 
Rethinking engagements with the world: rituals and management ........................... 144 
Bali Hindu engagements with the world ................................................................. 146 
Redefining environmental relationships ..................................................................... 149 
Managing plastic and groundwater in Canggu ........................................................... 152 
Managing plastic litter .............................................................................................. 152 
Water management in Canggu ............................................................................... 154 
Conclusion ................................................................................................................... 157 
Chapter 8: Conclusions: Environmental relations in Canggu ....................................... 158 
Redefining binaries ..................................................................................................... 160 
Managing Canggu’s surroundings and engagements with niskala ........................... 162 
Consequences of niskala ............................................................................................ 164 
Sekala and niskala (re)define environmental relations .......................................... 166 
Living in Canggu: navigating religion and tourism ..................................................... 169 
Water: sekala and niskala ....................................................................................... 169 
Pollution: beyond ‘matter out of place’ .................................................................... 172 
  
Human relationships with environment ...................................................................... 174 
Anthropology and environment: after nature and culture ....................................... 177 
Thesis summary and reflections ................................................................................. 178 
Glossary ......................................................................................................................... 179 
References ..................................................................................................................... 181 
Appendices..................................................................................................................... 203 
Appendix 1: Number of population by subdistrict ....................................................... 204 
Appendix 2: Wet rice field conversion in Badung ....................................................... 205 
Appendix 3: Original interview transcripts .................................................................. 206 
Appendix 4: Map of Canggu, Kuta Utara, Badung, Bali and Indonesia .................... 211 
Appendix 5: Photo essay of Canggu .......................................................................... 213 
Appendix 6: Workforce in Badung by industry ........................................................... 221 
Appendix 7: Ethical Clearance.................................................................................... 222 
  
1 
Chapter 1: Rice fields and villas 
 
Morning rituals by the beach 
I woke to the sound of roosters crowing at sunrise, marking my first morning in Bali. 
Eager to explore my new place of residence for the next year, I mounted the scooter in the 
alleyway and drove to a beach only a 5-minute drive away. The sand was still cool as the 
rays of sunshine started to warm up the day. I stood on the edge of the sand for a few 
minutes, watching the waves of the Indian Ocean arrive steadily at the shore, people 
walking by with their dogs, with friends or by themselves, some carrying surfboards, some 
just taking in the ambience. Close to the stairs that enabled easy access from the street to 
the sand, there was furniture tied up and stacked away – chairs, umbrellas and ice boxes 
with cool drinks. Here, a few people had slowly begun to unpack their stalls to sell coffee, 
fruit, snacks, soft drinks, beer, cigarettes and rent out long chairs1 with umbrellas and surf 
boards to their customers, a mostly international clientele of Australian, European, Asian 
(including domestic) and American visitors. As the shops were being prepared, I observed 
a man and a woman, from two different shops, who began to prepare a different kind of 
morning ritual. The man tied a sarong around his boardshorts and then tied a cloth around 
his waist, with his t-shirt tucked in. He prepared a tray with flowers, incense and small 
folded parcels that contained sweets and other small items. After he lit the incense, he 
placed it and the tray just above the shoreline in the sand. As I looked closer I saw an 
open Coca Cola bottle that he had placed next to the parcel. He then paused a few 
seconds in silence, with his eyes closed, holding his open hand over the parcel and gently 
waving his hand from right to left, as if to spread the curls of the incense smoke. Then he 
took a small plastic container from the tray and sprinkled water from it on the parcel on the 
ground and stuck a leaf from a frangipani flower that was contained in the parcel behind 
his right ear. After he was done, he left the parcel and incense in the sand and walked 
back to his shop, taking the sarong off. A few minutes later a wave swept over the parcel, 
washing it along the beach, scattering its contents. Another 30 minutes or so later, the 
                                             
1 A ‘long chair’ is a long bed-like chair, usually used for lounging and sun tanning, rented out by beach 
vendors with an umbrella and table to provide customers with comfort in the sand. 
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same man came and raked the leftovers from the parcel up, clearing the area from any 
debris he may have caused. He had now began trading, selling coffee and snacks to 
tourists that had come to visit this beach in Bali, colloquially referred to as the island of the 
gods. 
Observing this morning ritual of giving offerings introduces the reader to the concepts 
of religion, tourism and environment as I observed, documented and researched them. 
The results of this academic journey are detailed in this doctoral dissertation. Throughout 
the thesis, I relate back to these and other beach vendors and outline how they and other 
residents in Canggu conceive of their relationships with environment and how these – the 
concepts and related practices - shape their interactions with the world. 
Living in Canggu 
With my long hair and beard, riding a custom-built, ‘tracker-style’ motorcycle and 
surfing, several friends remarked how well I fit into the ‘scene’ of Canggu. Formerly known 
as a fishing and agricultural village, Canggu is a semi-urban area part of North Kuta, 
outside the urban fringes of Bali’s capital Denpasar. It is approximately 20 kms from 
international airport Ngurah Rai, and 15kms northwest of popular surf and tourism 
destination Kuta. In Canggu, there is no discernible evidence for the ‘cultural tourism’ 
evident in Ubud2 (MacRae1997) with regular Balinese dances, theatre performances, 
gamelan or other display of Balinese artistic expression in exchange for entrance fees. 
Instead, Canggu’s tourism ‘scene’ revolves around surfing, parties, ‘happy hours’ and 
finding a café that serves visually-beautiful, espresso-style coffee, croissants, fruit juice, 
smoothies and wheatgrass shots (Ricefield 2016). I came to refer to this as “Instagram 
tourism”, after the popular social media application where users share and engage in 
photographs (my terminology; see Fatanti and Suyadnya 2015 for a study on Instagram 
and tourism destination branding; also Miller 2017). One might describe this as lifestyle 
and marine tourism – which includes surfing, viewing sea-side sacred sites like Bali Hindu 
temples and other beach-side activities (Putra 2014). The Indonesians I met there were 
                                             
2 A note on style: I use double quotation marks for references and italics, to add emphasis or note a 
linguistic anomaly, such as an original term. 
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often young Balinese and non-Balinese men, who work in surf shops and surf camps that 
rent out surf boards, offer surf trips and lessons. 
I chose Canggu because it is considered a growing tourist destination and continues to 
undergo substantial and rapid development (Cole 2012:1226). Like most of Bali, Canggu’s 
residents are predominantly Bali Hindu, but international tourists and national migrants 
also frequent it. This creates a cosmopolitan mix of global visitors and local residents (see 
Yamashita 2003). Choosing an emerging international tourism destination was important 
to me because I am interested in how tourism influences the ways Balinese people 
conceptualise and engage with their surroundings. Bali has over four million permanent 
residents3, and received 5,697,739 foreign visitors in 2017, the highest number ever 
recorded and a 15.62 per cent increase from the previous year (BPS 2018). In 2014, over 
one million Australian tourists visited Bali, indicating the large presence of Australian 
visitors to the island (Duff 2014). The resident demographic in South Bali is also versatile. 
Canggu is part of the Badung Regency which includes Kuta (divided into North, Central 
and South Kuta), Sanur, Nusa Dua and Canggu. Badung has 643,000 residents, while 
Denpasar, the region’s capital city had an estimated 914,000 residents in 20174 (BPS 
2017a). North Kuta is one of six subdistricts (BI: Kecamatan) of the Badung regency (BPS 
2017b:41), and is comprised of 6 Desa Dinas, 8 Desa Adat and 43 banjars, covering 
33,86km.5 
I lived in and mostly undertook research between Desa Dinas Tibubenang and Desa 
Dinas Canggu, both together make up the area commonly referred to as Canggu (I 
withhold the exact banjar). 6 A desa (BI/BB) is a democratic form of village organisation 
                                             
3 The last population census conducted by the regional government was in 2010 and recorded 3,890,757 
residents in Bali (BPS 2017). The next census is due in 2020. 
4 The Indonesian Government conducts population censuses every ten years, the next to take place in 
2020. These numbers are based on predicted estimates published by the Balinese Department of Statistics.  
5 See appendix 4 for a map of North Kuta and the Glossary for a definition of the terms desa and banjar, 
which are also discussed in this section. 
6 I take inspiration on style from Richard Fox (2016) and add BB for Basa Bali, BI for Bahasa Indonesia 
to indicate the original language the conversation was held in. See appendix 5 for a photo essay on 
Canggu, Bali, Indonesia. 
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led by an elected leader. In Bali, there are two types of desa: the Desa Dinas that 
addresses administrative and bureaucratic duties and is led by the Bendesa Dinas, and 
the Desa Adat (also called Desa Pakraman) which organises religious and ceremonial 
events and other tasks related to customary village organisation, led by a Bendesa Adat. 
“Adat”, may be translated as ‘customary’, ‘traditional’ or ‘ritual’.7 In this case a Kelihan8 
Adat or Bendesa Adat is charged with organising customary events, such as rituals (BI: 
upacara) that affect the entire desa or banjar, like melasti.9 Canggu, as it is colloquially 
referred to in the tourism context, is also made up of Desa Adat Canggu, Desa Adat 
Berawa and Desa Adat Tandeg. The regional government recognises some autonomy of 
desa as village administration, as desa are defined (without specification of desa adat or 
desa dinas) by the Bali Department of Statistics (BPS 2017b:36; English in original; see 
also Wardana 2015:110) as 
the unity of the legal community who have territorial boundaries that are 
authorized to regulate and manage government affairs, the interest of local 
communities based on community initiatives, the origin and local customs 
that are acknowledged and respected within the unitary System of 
Government Republic of Indonesia (Law No. 6 Year 2014 about Village). 
Desa and banjar leaders are democratically elected by their members. A desa is 
subdivided into a number of banjars. The banjar is a Balinese village organisation that 
plays a significant role in local decision making and the management of neighbourhood 
affairs (Cole 2012:1229). While banjar has been translated as “hamlet” (Lorenzen 
2015:117; see also Boon 1977:94; Warren 2012), I chose to continue using banjar to 
describe an area, neighbourhood and the people who live in it, because there is no 
adequate translation for the term. A banjar is more than a geographic area, it is the 
foundation of Balinese village organisation and is an important institution to village 
governance (see Mabbett 1985). Balinese people also often identify with their banjar more 
closely than their desa, as they participate in traditional activities such as dancing, playing 
the gamelan or making ceremonial objects, particularly when travelling to other areas of 
Bali in social groups within a banjar. A banjar consists of no more than 300 members and 
                                             
7 See section below for a discussion on translation and articulation; see Reuter 2011 for a more detailed 
discussion on the complexity of forms of governance, regional power and religion in Bali; also Roth 2014. 
8 Also spelled “klian”.  
9 Purification ceremonies, see glossary. 
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commonly only a married Balinese man (‘Kepala Keluarga’ - ‘Head of a Family’) can join 
(Cole and Browne 2015:3). Banjar members elect two leaders, one customary leader, 
Kelihan Adat, and one administrative leader, Kelihan Dinas, each tasked to handle duties 
assigned to their role as required. A banjar describes not only spatial borders, it also 
describes the people who live in it and those people who govern its administration. 
Outlining banjar and desa organisation is intended to help the reader understand the 
administrative composition of Balinese society and hint at the socio-political background of 
administrative institutions in Bali. As elected leaders, the heads of a banjar and desa are 
also often referred to as knowledgeable figures and are generally aware of issues 
pertaining to their community. 
Demographic figures of the area vary drastically, as a regional report estimates North 
Kuta’s population in 2016 to be 71,600 (BPS 2017d:20) while another suggests that in 
2016 it had 130,000 residents (BPS 2017b:73, see appendix 1). Desa Dinas Canggu is 
estimated to have a population of 5,400 residents, with 80 per cent Hindu and 1 per cent 
Muslim, while Desa Dinas Tibubenang has 10,500 residents with 65 per cent Hindu and 
22 per cent Muslim. The difference in religious orientation may be due to the domestic 
labour migration, where 2,000 new Indonesian residents have moved to North Kuta, while 
only 250 residents have left (BPS 2017d:23). These quantitative insights hint at the 
demographic transformation North Kuta is undergoing, to which I contribute qualitative 
data with this dissertation. Life in Canggu thus involves living in a cosmopolitan mix of 
local Balinese residents, national migrants and international visitors who are surrounded 
by the social exchanges and interactions of marine tourism. 
Living in the demographic, environmental and administrative context of Canggu shaped 
my experiences as field researcher. The social interactions I had, influenced the data I 
gathered, through the people I met and the conversations I had. The banjar is a social and 
spatial concept important to understand when discussing Balinese society, because it is a 
unique Balinese occurrence and plays an active role in regional administration and 
governance (for detailed discussions on desa and banjar see MacRae 1997:184-187; 
Mabbet 1985; Warren 1993). Another significant social organisation are the subak, who 
are associated with water irrigation for rice farming and play a key role in the 
administration of agriculture. 
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From agriculture to tourism 
The subak10 can be considered part of one of the “four core social groups around which 
Balinese life is organised: the hamlet (banjar), the temple congregation (pemaksan); and 
the kinship group (dadia)” (Lorenzen (2015:117, brackets and italics in original). The 
subak are one of the most prominently studied social groups in Bali and may be described 
as a collective of priests and farmers who regulate water flow, volume, timing and seed 
planting patterns in accordance with the Bali Hindu lunar calendar pawukon (Geertz 
1972a; Hauser- Schäublin 2011; Jha and Schoenfelder 2011; Lorenzen and Lorenzen 
2011; MacRae and Arthawiguna 2011). 
Stephen Lansing is renowned for his work on the subak in the context of social 
organisation, ecology and power relations (Lansing 1987; 2006; 2009). In his work, he 
discusses the practice of water management of subak priests and leaders, as a network of 
social relations, practices and symbolism that he describes through the concept of “ritual 
technology”. Lansing (2009:16) suggests that in the “ritual technology […] the rituals of 
work in the fields may be “performative”, in that they call forth particular social groups to 
engage in activities such as planting or harvesting”. The idea that religious relations and 
practices are important to water irrigation in Bali has entered the policy narrative of the 
Balinese regional government, which acknowledges the significance of the subak system 
and as consequence, fund the maintenance of temples, as well as the maintenance of 
irrigation canals (Pedersen and Dharmiasih 2015). Agriculture in Bali is a social, as well 
as a technical, economic and administrative process that is based upon a combination of 
religious and agricultural rites (Lansing 2009:6). The subak not only irrigate water, such as 
by redirecting and controlling the flow of water, but also control planting and harvesting 
patterns. This way of interacting with water and rice crop is practiced in close relationship 
with religious rituals, and are the consequence of Balinese conceptions of environment 
(Lansing and de Vet 2012:466). These practices shape the social institution of the subak, 
as much as it shapes the flow of water into rice fields in Bali. The subak enact the 
relations between social, religious and economic processes, and challenge Eurocentric 
                                             
10 The word “subak” is both a singular and plural noun that refers to the social organisation as well as the 
irrigation infrastructure which the subak control to direct the flow of water into rice fields. 
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ways of understanding and writing about human relationships with environment (Lansing 
2000:310; see below). 
A core intention of my research is to examine the consequences of the shift from 
agriculture to tourism on Balinese relations with environment. Rachel Lorenzen has also 
researched the transformation from agriculture to tourism (2015; see also 
MacRae1997:52-55; Wright 2015a; Wright b). She discusses the possible future of the 
subak and finds that low income and negative stigma deters younger generations from 
taking up farming, while land conversion occurs at an increased rate due to rapid 
construction of tourism infrastructure. Understanding the basic traits of the subak as social 
institution shows that rice farming in Bali is not only the subject of an agricultural 
administrative system where water is measured, directed and controlled, but is also a 
manifestation of tangible and intangible relations with the world that shape environmental 
management practices. I explore how the transition from agriculture to tourism shapes 
water management practices and argue that the “ritual technology” is not as evident in the 
way water is managed and consumed in the tourism industry in Canggu today. The roles 
and functions of individuals and social establishments such as the subak are shifting, as 
the socioeconomic emphasis is shifting from agriculture to tourism. Tourism is an 
economic driver that continues to gain influence and now motivates many Balinese people 
to change how they earn a living, and use and manage their surroundings. Before further 
discussing the consequences of this economic transition, I present an overview of the 
socioeconomic drivers of the tourism economy in Canggu. 
The tourism economy in Canggu  
The Indonesian government plans to expand the national tourism industry, Bali’s 
largest industry, and double the amount of annual foreign visitors to Indonesia from 9.2 
million to 20 million by 2020 (Indonesia Investment 2015). With Bali already promoted as 
Indonesia’s primary tourist location, it is expected that numbers of foreign arrivals to Bali 
will increase. The economic importance of tourism is evident across South Bali. Tourism 
geography scholar Stroma Cole (2012:1221) estimates that 80 per cent of Bali’s economy 
depends on tourism, while it contributes about 30 per cent to Bali’s Gross Regional 
Domestic Product (GRDP; Cole and Browne 2015:4). In the Badung Regency, the largest 
employer is the “Trade, restaurant and hotel” sector, which is described as providing 
supporting facilities to tourism, employing over 141,000 people with a considerable gap to 
the second largest industry with 55,000 employed in the public sector, while agriculture is 
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only the fourth largest employer, accounting for 32,000 jobs (BPS 2017b:84).11 Trade and 
hospitality services employ nearly 42 per cent of the total workforce in Badung. The 
GRDP of the Badung Regency in 2017 does not list tourism as its own industry, instead 
the largest sector is “Accommodation, food and services” accounting for 12,994,615,9 
Million Rupiah (~A$ 1,2 billion), around 28 per cent of the regency’s GRDP, while 
“Agriculture, forestry and fishing” only accounts for 6.5 per cent (BPS 2017b:401-405). 
The minimum salary in Badung is 2,300,000 Rp (~A$230) per month (BPS 2017b:91). 
This shows that the Badung Regency receives the most economic gain from tourist 
revenue, making it the fastest growing region in Bali (Wardana 2015:109; also Knight et 
al. 1997). The Bali Department of Statistics measures tourism in terms of numbers of 
hotels, star-rated hotels and room occupancy. North Kuta only had 5 star-rated hotels in 
2016 (2 Three Star, 3 Four Star; there is no indication as to how the stars are given or 
measured in the report) and 291 non-star rated hotels (BPS 2017d:99) with an average 
annual occupancy rate of 56.5 per cent and average length of stay of 3.5 days per visitor. 
Individuals who earn a living in marine tourism may generate an income from activities 
such as renting long chairs with umbrellas, scooters, surf boards, accommodation, selling 
drinks and food, giving surf lessons and fishing for lobsters. Professor of Tourism Studies 
at Universitas Udayana in Bali, I Nyoman Darma Putra’s (2014) research on tourism in 
Bali confirms that “marine-based leisure activities” present a great attraction to 
international tourists alongside cultural events and performing arts (see also Sobocinska 
2013). Some Bali Hindu interlocutors also highlighted the religious relationship they have 
with the beach and the sea, as a sacred place and a site for the practice of rituals (see 
Chapters 4 and 5). With this section I gave a brief insight into the tourism economy in 
Canggu and how it provides a considerable primary income to residents in South Bali by 
providing employment in the hospitality sector, while agriculture is only the fourth largest 
employment sector in the region. This thesis contributes further qualitative insights into the 
tourism economy in North Kuta and how it drives a shift in water consumption, the 
consequences it has for relationships with environment and the impacts plastic litter has 
on this local economy. I address these topics because tourism is closely linked to 
environmental challenges in Bali. 
                                             
11 See appendix 6 for a table on the Workforce in Badung according to industry. 
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Freshwater and plastic: environmental challenges 
Freshwater access, management and consumptions habits present significant 
challenges to Bali’s future. Bali presents a local example of a global problem. The United 
Nations Development Programme has included water as a core agenda of their 
Sustainable Development Goals (UNDP 2016). Section 6 of these goals is concerned with 
“Clean water and sanitation” and set the objective to “ensure availability and sustainable 
management of water and sanitation for all” (UNDP 2016). This demonstrates the 
timeliness of my study on relations with water, as international actors highlight the need to 
research localised issues of water management (see also Nguyen and Ross 2017). 
The first impression one may get of Bali is that it is a small tropical island, with 
volcanoes atop, rice fields and fruit trees on their slopes and reefs offshore the 
surrounding beaches. Many households I saw had frangipani trees adorning their yards, 
the flowers of which were used in ceremonies. The flooded rice fields were an ever-
present companion wherever I travelled through Canggu and the mountainous regions of 
Bali. Bali is located eight degrees south of the equator and measures approximately 140 
km by 80 km with an area of 5,620 square kilometres (Cole 2012:1223). The tropical 
climate means an average annual temperature of 27 degrees Celsius and an average 
humidity of 81.5 per cent. Annual rainfall averages at 1914 mm across the island (IDEP 
2016:21). Mountain regions receive higher annual rates than lower-lying areas. Indonesia 
is subject to monsoon patterns caused by a change in air circulation direction every six 
months that are known as the south-west and north-east monsoon. The South-west 
monsoon brings heavy rainfalls (rainy season) between November to April, while the east 
monsoon carries little to no rainfall during May to October (dry season) (IDEP 2016:21). 
The dry season is the most popular tourist season, as the lack of rain appeals to tourists 
who seek outdoor leisure activities. However, this also exacerbates the seasonal stresses 
on Bali’s freshwater resources. 
As a visitor to Bali, one barely notices any signs of freshwater scarcity, one instead 
witnesses an abundance of water flowing through rice fields, down mountain springs and 
rivers. Bali’s freshwater resources are made up of 1273 springs, 8 groundwater basins, 4 
lakes, 4 dams and around 165 rivers (IDEP 2016; also Cole and Browne 2015:3; 
McTaggart 1988). Less than 11 per cent of these rivers flow in the dry season, which 
indicates a problem of seasonal availability. Bali-based NGO IDEP currently leads a 
project titled: “Bali Water Protection Program” with the call to “take action in saving and 
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protecting” Bali’s freshwater (IDEP 2016). In collaboration with University Politeknik 
Negeri Bali, the reports analyse the situation of Bali’s freshwater supplies. The research 
found that the water table has dropped over 50 meters in some areas in less than 10 
years. Furthermore, the report found that 60 per cent of watersheds are drying and at risk 
of drying up in the future. Bali’s second largest reserve of freshwater, Lake Buyan, has 
dropped 3.5 meters in 3 years and an additional 5 meters by 2012 (ibid:6). Yet, during 
fieldwork I rarely heard anyone talk about water in terms of scarcity; only some 
interlocutors mentioned this when I asked about topics regarding environment (BI: 
lingkungan) and tourism in Bali. One time the water pump feeding the house I lived in 
broke down and we used water ‘gallons’ – 23 litre large freshwater containers, sold by 
vendors across neighbourhoods – for our domestic freshwater use for two days, until the 
pump was repaired. This did not so much trigger a conversation with the landlord about 
freshwater scarcity, but about frustration with the technology. For me, it was a brief but 
personal experience of limited access to freshwater that caused me to query this subject 
further. During subsequent conversations throughout my stay in Canggu, talking to 
residents and visitors alike, I learned about the lack of awareness about Bali’s potential 
freshwater scarcity problems (IDEP 2016:11; see Cole 2012:1232). Aside freshwater, 
plastic pollution presents a socioeconomic and environmental challenge to the 
sustainability of tourism and ecology in Bali. 
In recent years, Bali’s polluted beaches have received international media attention 
which has left marks on Bali’s image as maritime and leisure tourism destination. In 
addition, Indonesia plays a substantial role in a global debate about the pollution of the 
world’s oceans with plastics. Marine plastic debris is carried into the sea by rivers and a 
considerable portion originates from land-based sources and is anthropogenic in origin 
(Tibbetts 2015; UNEO 2015:102). Indonesia is the second largest contributor to marine 
pollution, accounting for 10 per cent of land-based discharge globally, only second to 
China (Lebreton et al. 2017). This international report on “river plastic emissions to the 
world’s oceans”, published in Nature Communications, estimates that Indonesia is 
responsible for 3.22 million metric tons of plastic waste entering the sea annually, the 
majority of which comes from rivers across the archipelago. This problem has gained 
global attention as research estimates that by 2050 there will be more plastic in the sea 
than fish by weight (Ellen Macarthur Foundation 2016). Waste dumps in Bali are 
overflowing and some villages reportedly throw large quantities of waste into riverbeds on 
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a regular basis. MacRae and Rodic (2015) have examined the “collection and transport 
phase” of waste management in Bali and suggest that 45 per cent of total waste 
generated does not reach processing plants (see Chapter 6 for a discussion and definition 
of waste management). I consider current water management practices and plastic litter 
as potentially environmentally degrading practices. I use the phrase ‘plastic litter’ to refer 
to plastic waste created by humans that has been discharged – deliberately or 
undeliberate – into the environment (see UNEP 2015:6). Plastic litter in Bali has received 
international attention when a British diver filmed floating plastic debris off Manta Point, on 
an island adjacent to Bali. The footage ‘went viral’ after it was republished by many 
international news outlets and was shared across internet forums, receiving millions of 
views (Horner 2018). Such international media attention focussed much discussion on the 
marine plastic that originates from land-based sources across Indonesia and the 
questions of sustainability that this topic raises. 
Sustainability in resource management in Indonesia is a political problem (Henley 
2008). Henley (2008:273) defines sustainability as the ability and need to ensure the 
availability and quality of resources – water, soil, biodiversity – without decrease or 
degradation over time. Henley (2008:286) suggests that while individual farmers are 
historically a positive agent in sustainability in Indonesia, “the (Indonesian) state has been 
deeply implicated in the unsustainable logging of the remaining rainforests over the last 
decades”. To learn from such historical lessons and to investigate the potential differences 
between tourism and agriculture in terms of environmental management, I intend this 
dissertation to be a contribution towards policy and governance approaches inclusive of 
Balinese environmental management practices. 
Researching anthropogenic causes of environmental degradation is important for Bali, 
but also speaks to Indonesia-wide and global issues. Bali presents a particularly 
challenging place to study the relations between tourism, religion and pollution, as Bali 
Hindu religious conceptions of impurity occur alongside conceptions of material pollution 
(see Chapters 4 for a more detailed discussion of these concepts). With my discussion 
and analysis of material pollution and immaterial impurity, I intend to help researchers and 
policymakers untangle the social relationships that result in global marine plastic debris 
and the sociocultural factors that shape these relationships. 
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Intentions and questions 
A key argument I present is that sociocultural factors such as religion and economic 
contexts, influence the ways people relate to, conceptualise and interact with 
environment. Arturo Escobar (1998) has suggested that social scientists and human 
geographers are well equipped to contribute studies on human-environment relationships: 
“anthropologists, geographers, and political ecologists are demonstrating with increasing 
eloquence that many rural communities in the Third World “construct” nature in strikingly 
different ways from the prevalent modern forms.” (Escobar 1998:61; see Chapter 2). With 
this thesis, I seek to understand how Bali Hindus define their surroundings and how 
relationships with it are shaped and practiced. I further intend to contribute to 
anthropological discussions of water, pollution and human relations with environment (I 
outline these conceptual discussions in Chapter 2). In an applied context, I propose that 
this research can inform environmental management policies and practices. I hope to 
contribute to a global effort to reduce marine plastic pollution, in particular the 
dissemination of plastics throughout the world’s oceans as well as securing clean 
freshwater resources sustainably. 
In this inquiry, I am less interested in the tourism economy and environment in terms of 
value (MacRae 2003) or Balinese identity (Picard 1990), but in terms of environmental 
relationships. In the main research question, I ask: how do Balinese people articulate and 
relate to their surroundings (see Escobar 1999:8)? Because tourism is the main water 
consuming industry, I focus on the shift from agriculture to tourism and the consequences 
this has for the ways Balinese people relate to water and their surroundings by asking 
what consequences does the shift towards tourism, as the main economy, have on the 
ways Balinese people relate to their surroundings? Does this also entail a shift in social 
relationships, water management practices and conceptions of water? 
In Chapters 3 and 6 I use political ecology to investigate how the transition from 
agriculture to tourism shapes environmental management practices. To do so, I ask how 
do Balinese people practice environmental management? I also ask how is water 
managed for tourism purposes in Canggu, and what are the causes and consequences of 
the shifting power relationships in Canggu? I explored the multiplicity of factors that shape 
concepts of environment and the underlying social relations through the ontological 
question of how does the Balinese order of the world shape engagements with their 
surroundings and environmental management? 
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As I became more aware of the influence of tourism on Canggu’s residents, I ask in 
Chapters 5, 7 and 8: how do Balinese people navigate ritual practices, religious relations 
and conceptions of environment with living and working in an international mass tourism 
destination? We know that the ritual technology and the relationships between humans 
and the niskala12 are important to the subak (Lansing 2009; Pedersen and Dharmiasih 
2015), but what role do these practices play in the marine tourism economy and 
environmental management in Canggu? How do Balinese people negotiate their own lives 
in the context of tourism, environment and religion? 
To address religious impurity and plastic litter, I explore how Balinese people 
conceptualise these notions in Chapters 4, 5 and 7, by asking: how do Balinese people 
relate to their surroundings such as discarded plastic in waterways and how do they 
understand religious concepts of purity and impurity? This set of questions includes 
examining how waste and plastic litter are managed in Canggu. 
Topics related to gender are not a primary focus of this dissertation, but would present 
a feasible and relevant future research project. For some existing studies on gender and 
tourism in Bali see Bras and Dahles (1998; see also Cukier and Wall 1995; Long and 
Kindon 1996; for additional studies on gender in Bali see Boon 1990; Cahyaningtyas 
2016; Noszlopy 2005). 
Working the field  
I obtained a research permit from the Indonesian government before commencing 
fieldwork, as well as the appropriate visa, which were granted in November 2015. The 
project was also cleared by the School of Social Science Ethical Review Panel (clearance 
number: RHD4/2015; see appendix 7). I sought informed consent from participants before 
interviews, which were audio recorded when permission was given. Interviews were done 
in English, Basa Bali and Bahasa Indonesia, at times with the presence of a research 
assistant who translated where necessary. The two research assistants were both Bali 
Hindu and in their early 20s: Sayoga (man) and Indira (woman). They are experienced 
researchers and graduates from Universitas Udayana and helped me identify and 
approach potential interlocutors, translate during the interview process and transcribed 
                                             
12 See glossary and discussion in Chapter 2 and 4. Niskala refers to an intangible realm where deities 
and spirits live. The sekala describes the physical realm of things that can be seen and touched. 
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and translated recorded interviews. Their expertise as man and woman practicing 
Balinese Hinduism helped me to gain clarity and context into conversations and topics 
that we encountered during fieldwork. I undertook intensive language classes in Bahasa 
Indonesia through the BIPA Program at Universitas Udayana in Denpasar and reached an 
advanced level of conversational fluency during fieldwork. This university also acted as 
partner institution during the research process. 
Researching the shift from agriculture to tourism led me on a fieldwork experience 
where I strolled through rice fields, temples and beaches. Speaking to Balinese people13 
about the transformation in Canggu was a significant aspect of the process of 
understanding the field site in which I had placed myself to conduct this ethnographic 
research. I conducted fieldwork between July 2015 to July 2016 and continuously lived in 
the same banjar,14 in Desa Tibubenang. After six months in the field, I moved into the 
housing complex of a neighbour who I had met repeatedly. The family is involved in the 
ceremonial activities of the village: the grandmother (whose husband passed away) is the 
priest for the village temple (Pura Puseh15) and lives together with her son, his wife and 
two young kids. Extended family members (including two priests) live adjacent to the 
house, which means there are three housing complexes overall. The priest’s son, Made,16 
is a few years older than me and we established a close relationship, perhaps because of 
our similar age and same gender. For the rest of my stay I sat almost every morning in the 
courtyard of the house, drinking coffee, watching kids build kites, women weave offerings, 
my host-brother cooking breakfast for customers of his father-in-law’s guesthouse, 
vendors coming in to sell their products and other visitors stopping by for a chat, coffee 
and cigarettes. Moving into this property meant that village life happened at the front of my 
                                             
13 Many of the people I spoke to would self-identify as orang Bali, which could be translated as 
“person/human” from Bali. I use ‘Balinese’ and ‘Balinese people’ interchangeably. 
14 I withhold the name of the banjar to ensure interlocutor anonymity. Place names are withheld where 
possible, for the same reason. 
15 pura has been translated as “temple”, (see Lansing 2000). A pura can be a small construct like Pura 
Batu Lumbang, or a larger site, like Pura Tanah Lot that spans several hundred square meters. Pura can 
refer to both singular and plural. In reference to the discussion on translation in Chapter 1, I urge the reader 
to take this articulation critically in light of the difficulty of translation. 
16 ‘Made’ is a common name for a Balinese person and is given to a second born child regardless of 
gender. Throughout the thesis I use pseudonyms to protect interlocutor’s anonymity. 
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doorstep. This house, property, family, banjar and desa became a primary field of 
ethnographic information for me. 
I went on daily walks around the banjar to meet neighbours and have conversations. I 
showed an interest in village life, which often revolved around religious ceremonies, taking 
every opportunity to learn. Women prepared the banten (BB: daily offerings; see Bakker 
2015:95) by weaving coconut leaves together or prepare larger, more elaborate artefacts. 
The family also often cooked large amounts of food to cater for the dozens, or hundreds of 
guests that attend ceremonies. I often sat, participated and watched, while having casual 
conversations about what was going on at the time: who was getting married or who 
opened a new guesthouse. I frequently avoided answering when I would finally get 
married. I also went to beaches nearly every day, surfing in the mornings and evenings, 
strolling around, drinking coffee and fresh coconut water, talking to whoever was there 
that day and forming friendships and acquaintances with beach vendors, bar staff, surf 
instructors and other leisure-seeking beach-goers. This helped me to meet Canggu’s 
residents. As the relationships developed, I started to be invited to people’s homes for 
ceremonies and organised a few trips and activities myself, such as bathing in sacred 
springs, doing beach clean-ups and surf trips with interlocutors and friends. 
My fieldwork thus often started with participant observation (Gobo 2008:162-189), 
where I observed and interacted as much as appropriate and possible in religious 
ceremonies, clean-up events, surf-related activities, daily village life, tourism activities and 
social exchanges. This emphasis on lived experiences and quotidian practices is critical in 
understanding human relations with environment as Georgina Drew argues that “to 
understand reactions to ecological change we must also engage the social dynamics 
experienced in everyday life” (Drew 2016:71). She (ibid:73) continues to suggest that 
ethnographies of water enable social scientists to identify social complexities of 
relationships that exist around water, “everyday life” and “environment”: 
since water is so necessary for everyday life, its investigation readily 
leads to questions of belief and practice as enacted by ordinary-
extraordinary people contending with life’s day-to-day circumstances. In 
other words, social studies of water help draw out the complexities of lived 
experience, a cornerstone of the ethnographic approach. 
The everyday lived experiences in Bali also include prayers and actions concerning 
sacredness (BI: kesucian; see Chapter 4). Water does not exist isolated from religion, 
economy and society, but is at the heart of all of these. Water exists as holy water (BB: 
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Tirta) used to purify (BI: menyucikan) people, places and objects. Water exists in the sea, 
where it provides waves that attract tourists. The place where freshwater and seawater 
meet (BB: loloan) marks sacred sites, that are suitable locations for purification 
ceremonies (BB: melasti, melukat). Water is more than a necessity in Bali, in its various 
shapes it is part of daily lived experiences of Canggu’s residents. Experiencing, observing, 
documenting and talking about water, purity and environment became the cornerstone of 
my ethnographic fieldwork, because these are the ‘day-to-day circumstances’ that 
concerned my interlocutors. To do so, I participated in prayers and observed rituals after 
being invited by friends and familiar interlocutors who guided me through the process. I 
took photographs and video recordings of people, events, ritual objects and other ‘scenes’ 
where appropriate, to be able to verify memorised information and have audio-visual 
documentation. Written notes contain details of the event, as well as reflexive and 
reflective insights. These were documented in a field diary and were later electronically 
written out. As much as I observed other people, I recognise that I am part of the 
observation and that I am not separate to ‘the field’ and the information people shared 
with me. Engaging with fieldwork through documenting conversations, observations and 
reflexive insights requires me to acknowledge a world that exists outside of my own 
situatedness and an epistemological approach that suggests that I can come to know this 
world (Davies 2012:18; see Gupta and Ferguson 1997 for a critical discussion of the 
relationships between “culture, place and power” and ethnographic fieldwork). After 
fieldwork, when ‘telling the story’ of my experiences, I increasingly became aware of how 
‘being there’ gave me a significant insight into the lives of Balinese people. Participant 
observation could thus be considered a research method that encompasses my 
commitment to understand the lived experiences of the people I work with (Ingold 
2017:23). 
After documenting observations, I would later have conversations and semi-structured 
interviews to clarify the significance of events and their role in society (Madden 2010:67). I 
undertook 49 semi-structured interviews around themes of tourism, environment, water 
and Bali Hindu religion. Casual conversations often related to Balinese village life and I 
tried to ask open and broad questions to allow informants to talk about subjects they 
cared about as well as specific questions about a particular topic. I mostly undertook 
interviews in Bahasa Indonesia, and occasionally in Balinese and English, with the aid of 
Balinese-speaking research assistants. When interviewing or talking to informants, I would 
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often end a relevant conversation by asking for suggestions for people who I could talk to, 
a method of recruiting research participants called “snowball method” (Bernard 2011:187). 
Most of the interlocutors identify as Bali Hindus, who make up 83.5 per cent of the 
island’s overall population (BPS 2014). These were 38 men and 11 women, aged 
between 18 - 60, who are chosen because of their knowledge, social position and/or 
occupation in religion, the tourism industry, politics or environmental activism. I mostly 
spoke with men, because that is where my inquiries were directed when I asked to talk to 
village leaders and knowledgeable people but also sought women who worked as beach 
vendors, in NGOs or lived in my banjar. This represents less a bias of mine – I actively 
sought out women to address the gender bias towards men in village administration – but 
rather a reflection of Balinese society (see MacRae 1997:vii). 
Participants include banjar and desa leaders, warung17 owners, surfers and surf 
instructors, environmental campaigners and Bali Hindu priests, beachside business 
operators, environmentalists, religious leaders, locally elected village leaders on desa and 
banjar level, and NGO workers. The managers of NGOs I spoke to were non-Balinese 
(e.g. Javanese, Australian and German) but were sought out due to their experience and 
involvement in environmental education campaigns, events and programs. Several village 
leaders from Desa Dinas Canggu and Desa Dinas Tibubenang participated in this project. 
I had many casual conversations with non-Indonesian tourists and expatriates, including 
two interviews with European beach clean-up participants, one of whom regularly and 
voluntarily organised clean-up events at a beach near Canggu. Talking to non-
Indonesians informs my insights into the tourism economy from the perspective of the 
visitors and their views on discussions of environmental issues such as plastic litter. I do 
not intend to represent the views of all Balinese people, nor is this a study of how non-
Indonesian tourists perceive environment and tourism. I do not intend to cast a broad net 
around people of all religions, socio-economic situations, geographic location and other 
demographic variants in Bali (see Fox 2015:51), but present a specific study on a 
particular region. The identities of interlocutors, places and organisations are disguised. 
Interlocutors are given pseudonyms and their identifiers are conflated to ensure 
anonymity. Tourism and religion are controversial topics in Bali and opinions may vary 
                                             
17 A warung is a small store that sells snacks and drinks, sometimes cooked meals and hot coffee. 
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and cause conflict. Although informants agreed to have their statements presented with 
their names and there is no existing conflict in Canggu, I de-identify interlocutor’s identities 
to avoid any potential of escalation in the future. For the same reason, I also withhold the 
locations of interviews. When Balinese people refer to a government office holder or 
member of the village administration, it is common to refer to a person by the office they 
hold and the location this is held in e.g. Kelihan Adat Canggu. To protect anonymity, I only 
include their title but not location (e.g. Kelihan Adat). Because of the interdisciplinary 
character of this thesis, I do not follow the humanistic style of an ethnography that follows 
only a few individuals in great details (e.g. de la Cadena 2015), but instead draw attention 
to interlocutor’s statements, their relevant occupation and the information they share, 
rather than the personified stories they embody. 
While squatting in a gang (BI: alley), holding my neighbour’s rooster one afternoon, I 
thought back to the anthropological lineage I connected with and wondered if Clifford 
Geertz ever trained his own rooster to participate and gamble in a cockfight (BB: tajen). 
While Geertz’s (1972) approach of “thick description” is understood to have been widely 
influential and was discussed throughout my undergraduate years in anthropology, I found 
less intrigue in interpreting the symbols of society and religion (Asad 1983) or using one 
event to interpret broader social characteristics (Hobart 2000), and instead focused on 
relations, practices and my own situatedness. I also intend to conduct anthropology with 
people, not of them, to avoid the objectification of “the Balinese” as object of study (Ingold 
2017). Ethnography is contentious in its exact definition, purpose and application, but has 
a close relationship with anthropology (Biehl 2013; da Col 2017; Herzfeld 1997; Ingold 
2014; 2017; Nader 2011; Rabinow and Stavrianakis 2016). Ethnography is more than a 
combination of methods for data collection. I understand ethnography as a theory and 
practice of description (da Col 2017; Hobart 1996; Nader 2011) where it is impossible to 
separate observation and other methods of data collection and analysis from the 
conceptual and theoretical influences that shape the subjectivity of the ethnographer. 
As an anthropologist conducting participant observation I was also engaged in ‘the 
field’, rendering my experience not only as conceptual engagement, but also as a practice 
of description (da Col 2017; Ingold 2014). Ethnography is not merely the practice of 
description, but a “theory of describing” (Nader 2011:211) as well as “a practice of theory” 
(Herzfeld 1997). I do not separate theorising, describing and practicing in my research, 
but consider myself to be part and active agent of the process. Observing, interviewing 
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and otherwise documenting and experiencing the field, as well as writing and intellectually 
processing the information I collected to write this ethnographic account is hardly possible 
without reflecting on my own subjectivity, or acknowledging the transformational attribute 
of this work (Hobart 1996:2-9; Davies 2012; Reuter 2002:3). Reflecting on my own 
conceptions of environment and translating data and terminology required critical self-
reflection and analysis. 
This qualitative methodology is well suited to study environmental management 
practices as it enables me to observe and query participants on related practices, 
conceptions and relations. Observing ritual events and then later having conversations 
about these with various people is a qualitative approach (Stensrud 2014:75) that allowed 
me to study environmental relations and explore how Balinese people conceive of and 
relate to their surroundings. Ethnography lends itself to a critique of dichotomous notions 
of “nature” and “culture” (see discussion in Chapter 2), because “engaging 
ethnographically with multiple water practices and water beings destabilizes the 
boundaries between nature and culture, or ecology and politics” (Stensrud 2014:20; also 
Linton and Budds 2014:170). 
As I traversed the fields, I learned about cultural protocol. My language studies taught 
me Balinese people often expressed themselves politely and passively. One of my 
Indonesian teachers taught me that Indonesians will not often say ‘no’ (BI: tidak), but 
rather hint that ‘it may be better not to do something’, or ‘not yet’ (BI: belum). Similarly, 
social etiquette stipulates to ask for permission to leave before exiting a conversation. 
Fieldwork was for me, as for other researchers (O’Reilly 2005:3) an iterative-inductive 
process, where I learnt to adjust my research methods, questions and analysis according 
to requirements. 
Talking to various people, as a white Australian man, I sometimes thought that 
Balinese people spoke to me in a deliberately vague, or unspecific terms. When I would 
then mention a particular deity or another Balinese term, I would often get surprised 
reactions. I could recite the names of deities such as Dewa Baruna,18 name the Sea 
Princess Nyai Loro Kidul that roams the southern sea off Indonesia and discuss Bali 
Hindu terms such as sebel and ngaben (BB). Balinese people were often surprised by 
                                             
18 Dewa is the title for a male deity, while dewi is used to refer to female deities. 
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this, reacting with a statement like: ‘oh, you know about (…)’. These experiences resonate 
with those of Margaret J. Wiener (1995), who also lived with a Balinese family while 
conducting research in the Klungkung region in eastern Bali. During her work, she found 
that: “when people directed remarks to me they tended to take shortcuts, for there were 
too many things that foreigners were not expected to understand.” (Wiener 1995:19). 
Reading her work, I learnt that Balinese people may not have been intentionally hiding 
information from me. According to their social protocol and experience with foreigners, 
they assumed that I did not know about Balinese society, because many people who they 
have spoken to, who they assumed were like me, i.e. other tourists, did not know about 
these aspects of Balinese society. I was even told by a neighbour who ran a guesthouse 
that I will always be a tourist because I am white. Because of tourism in Bali, Balinese 
people are accustomed to a certain level of ignorance by non-Balinese and non-
Indonesian visitors. This presented a challenge to my fieldwork and data collection, 
because I had to overcome this informal barrier of assumed ignorance. As Wiener 
suggested (1995:79), engaging research assistants allowed me to approach participants 
outside the tourism context and present myself as a researcher. The research assistants 
also helped me to ‘make sense’ of interviews and conversational information while 
providing clarification on cultural protocol and conduct. 
I draw on religious relationships with environment in Chapters 4 and 5 to discuss how 
Balinese view environmental management beyond the physical manipulation of an area. 
In this process, I was presented with what Martin Holbraad (2012:82) and Andrew Apter 
(2017) refer to as a “double-bind”: to know something happened, but not believing that it 
happened. Recounting his own experience during ethnographic fieldwork on the politics of 
orisha worship within Yoruba kingdoms in Nigeria, Apter describes losing a significant 
amount of data, an event which he and his interlocutors interpreted as act of non-human 
agency, an act of a deity. As a result, Apter encountered a paradox: while Apter ‘knows’ 
the deity took the notebook, he does not ‘believe’ it. With my discussions of the intangible 
realm in Bali, I find myself in a similar double-bind: I know that deities exist and have 
consequences in the world because interlocutors told me this, but I can not yet ‘believe’ in 
it. The niskala may not be empirically evident according to a positivist epistemology, but is 
a lived reality to Balinese people, as one village leader described the metaphysical 
relationship between tourism and temples as a “reality” (BI: kenyataannya; see Chapter 
5). Marisol de la Cadena (2015:26) has also discussed the tensions between ‘belief’ and 
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‘knowledge’.19 Her idea relates to the double-bind and conceptions of nature and culture. 
She explains how “earth beings” are real because the practices – such as rituals, 
narratives and material representations – bring them into existence, and while she 
describes how the people she works with know the beings exist and believe in them, 
anthropologists from the nearby city of Cusco, know the beings exist but don’t believe in 
them. 
Eduardo Viveiros de Castro (2013) has engaged with similar discussions of the 
“meanings” of informant’s statements. To him the question is not so much about “symbols” 
and their “meanings”, but he suggests that anthropologists should think beyond 
interpretive anthropology when analysing human relationships with environment. Rather 
than framing informant’s statements as “cultural constructs”, he proposes that 
anthropologists should consider what the statement does. To exemplify this, Viveiros de 
Castro outlines a discussion he had with a student of his. The student asked him “how can 
you maintain that you take what the Amerindians say seriously?” She further suggested 
that Viveiros de Castro does not himself believe that “Peccaries are humans”, but he 
believes it to be true to his informants (2013:493-494). This problem is similar to the 
“double-bind”, of knowing something happened but not believing in it. In response, 
Viveiros de Castro says he was obliged to reflect on his approach, but decided that 
“Peccaries are of no special interest to me, humans are”. But, he continued to think about 
what such a statement does for the humans who say it. The anthropologist’s or the 
informants’ worldview should not matter. What are the Amerindians actually saying, with 
such a statement? The question then is about the relation between the Amerindian and 
the Peccary. Like Viveiros de Castro, I shift my conceptual approach away from a 
symbolic and interpretive anthropology to instead take statements about the effectiveness 
of rituals seriously. Instead of looking for the ‘meaning’ behind statements, I query what 
statements about the agency of deities do in the world – what consequences they have. 
Engaging with the presence of intangible actors is important to this research because they 
shape Balinese understandings of their surroundings. My interest is in how such a 
conceptual context frames Balinese environmental relationships and forms of 
                                             
19 I avoid additional epistemological discussions such as of ‘traditional ecological knowledge’ due to its 
conceptual limitations in expressing the relational, hybrid and binary entanglement between humans and 
their surroundings, particularly in the context of religious rituals. See Chapter 8. 
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environmental management. Rather than asking whether the divine agency and the 
niskala are ‘real’, and whether this is a “belief” to Bali Hindus, I am interested in the ways 
in which interlocutors engage and interact with the niskala, and how they articulate ritual 
practices as sustaining ordered life (see Chapter 4 for a more detailed discussion of 
sekala and niskala). Working the field through this qualitative data collection also involved 
the challenge of translating, analysing and articulating the information shared by 
interlocutors. 
Translation and articulation 
In my investigation of environmental relationships, I examined both the tangible and 
intangible relationships Balinese people have with their surroundings. Thinking about 
these realms and their relationships became a core undercurrent of my research (see 
Chapters 4 – 6). The distinction between how I conceive of plastic litter, intangible notions 
of impurity and Canggu’s surroundings, and how Balinese do, became particularly 
relevant as a result of the experiences I had during fieldwork. Framing this dissertation in 
a focussed approach to translation and articulation is important, because narrative, 
discourse and language matter for the way I write about Balinese relationships with 
environment (see also Escobar 1996; Hobart 2000). Such “cultural translation” and 
comparison is “commonplace” in anthropology, particularly among those who engage with 
languages and social contexts in the field that are different to that in which we present our 
research (Herzfeld 2001; Viveiros de Castro 2004). 
Trying to understand, express and describe Balinese concepts became a substantial 
challenge to me. Three terms I engaged with demonstrate the problem of translation I 
faced: “sebel” (BB), “kotor” (BI) and “pollution” (English).20 When I asked several 
interlocutors whether there is a connection between sebel and plastic (BI: Ada hubungan 
antara sebel dan plastik?), several told me there is no connection, because sebel is a 
mental state (BI: pikiran; see Chapter 4). On the other hand, when speaking to a Bendesa 
Adat, he explained to me that sebel can be considered similar to “kotor” (BI: sebel bisa 
disamakan dengan kotor), which could be understood in English as “dirty”. Kotor is also 
                                             
20 I thank Richard Fox (pers. comm. 04/2018) for some stimulating discussion on the topic of translation 
and articulation and that he pointed to the precarity and importance of understanding sebel and plastic 
pollution as categorically different.  
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the same term many interlocutors used to describe a beach littered with plastic, but also to 
describe the site to conduct ngaben and nyanyut, post-mortem ceremonies related to 
death (see Chapter 4). This shows the careful nuances and variations of interpretations 
Balinese people may have of these concepts and how they expressed them to me. While 
both plastic and sebel can be described in Bahasa Indonesia as “kotor”, interlocutors did 
not make a categorical connection between the two. “Pollution” is an English term 
generally used to describe the consequences of unmanaged waste that ‘pollutes’ a 
particular area. To clarify the variations and similarities between pollution, kotor and sebel, 
I conducted several follow-up interviews, had conversations and observed events, which I 
discuss throughout the thesis. I found that sebel and plastic are different kinds of “dirty” 
that are categorically different from each other. My intention is not to equate kotor and 
sebel as “dirty”, but to highlight and emphasise the categorical difference between these 
two and show how they present challenges to Canggu’s residents, what consequences 
they have and how they are addressed. The intention of this dissertation is not to ‘solve’ a 
categorical commonality and differentiation, but firstly to highlight that both kotor and sebel 
are used as terms to articulate something that brings a disturbance to people and their 
surroundings that is articulated as “kotor” (BI: dirty), and secondly, how these concepts 
shape environmental relationships. Addressing the detailed categorical differences and 
commonality of different notions of ‘dirty’ in greater detail may be the subject of future 
research. The similarity I identify between plastic and sebel is that both are types of 
disturbances in the world. But I also suggest that they are categorically different, 
according to the ways Balinese conceptualise them as disturbances. Both plastic and 
sebel have real and tangible consequences in the world and require human engagement. 
My interest is in outlining the different types of engagements they each require and what 
that says about how Balinese people conceptualise their surroundings. I find that the 
difference is defined by the realms these correspond to: while plastic is physical and 
therefore part of the sekala realm, sebel is an intangible trait that corresponds to the 
niskala realm. 
MacRae (1997:458) has faced a similar problem in the articulation of Balinese concepts 
in English, suggesting that a main methodological problem to non-Balinese researchers in 
Bali is “that of finding or creating a mode of articulation between this Balinese theory and 
the taken-for-granted categories in which I am accustomed to thinking about such things”. 
Articulating the role of niskala in economic processes was a challenge to him because it 
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“concerns an indigenous Balinese theory of causation linking material and ideological 
domains.” (ibid:458). The difficulty MacRae and I have in translating Balinese concepts 
and terms is a problem we share with other researchers. Rodney Needham dedicated a 
book to “Belief, language and experience”, in which he sets out to discuss the difficulty in 
translating concepts across societies on the example of “belief”, a term he claims is often 
taken for granted by researchers (Needham 1972:4). He (ibid:4) is particularly interested 
in the role of ethnographers in failing to convey more engaged interpretations of “belief”: 
Not only have we to try grasp, in English, an ethnographer’s 
understanding of an alien concept or inner state that he conveys as belief, 
but we have also to try to work out (and without the guidance of clues 
comparable to the explicit apparatus of the sociological description) just 
what he himself, in that cultural setting, may understand by this English 
word. This poses particular problems of interpretation, for there is certainly 
no conventional definition of belief that is enjoined upon anthropologists, 
or professionally recommended, or tacitly agreed to. 
Ethnographic accounts like this dissertation, are therefore as much an insight into the 
author’s epistemological training, as they are intended insights into an “alien” society. Or, 
as Margaret Wiener refers to the methodological hurdle of translating concepts: “our 
descriptions of others really describe ourselves” (Wiener 1995:xii). While my dissertation 
is not concerned specifically with ‘belief’, I also investigated religious ceremonies and 
spoke to religious leaders about the role of temples and rituals and their relationships with 
environment. During the research process, I came across various concepts that 
challenged my engagement with the field and my existing knowledge. Mark Hobart faced 
a similar obstacle during his research in Bali. The difficulty of interpreting and articulating 
the efficacy of plants and the agency of objects (see Chapter 2) led him to suggest that his 
own work may actually contribute to misrepresenting and reshaping Balinese society 
(Hobart 1990:33) while later on advocating the need to think about Bali on Balinese terms 
(Hobart 2000:230). 
Translating and articulating concepts is a significant methodological challenge for social 
scientists and I accept that my work may also be an act of conceptual transformation. 
Given that this document is written in English, this thesis is about my partial understanding 
of the partial information interlocutors shared with me (de la Cadena 2015:33; Strathern 
2004). I do not intend to represent Balinese views and the act of writing this thesis is also 
an act of description that reshapes concepts. Mark Hobart explains that, “representing is 
always a transformational act. You represent something as something else on particular 
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occasions to particular agents or patients for various purposes.” (Hobart 1996:9). This 
presents a problem for translation and articulation, as an observation of a ritual, or 
translating an interview conducted in another language involves transformation and 
representation. 
Marisol de la Cadena (2015:25) faced a similar difficulty in choosing what concepts to 
use to engage with her interlocutor’s statements. Discussing tirakuna, she suggests that 
to runakuna (her interlocutors) “tirakuna are their names”. To runakuna, she suggests21  
no separation exists between Ausangate the word and Ausangate the 
earth-being; no ‘meaning’ mediates between the name and the being. […] 
earth beings do not just have names; they are when mentioned, when they 
are called upon.  
To her as “(a non-Cuzqueno modern individual) earth beings are mountains”, and “as 
such they have names” (ibid:25). With this statement she suggests that earth beings exist 
because runakuna relations and practices “made (them) present”. But to non-runakuna 
like de la Cadena herself, entities like Ausangate are mountains that have names. 
I suggest that to Bali Hindus, deities and the niskala exist because Bali Hindus ‘make 
them present’ through their relationships with them and by practicing rituals that engage 
with them. While to me, a rice field is a patch of land where rice plants are cultivated, to a 
Bali Hindu person this is a manifestation of Dewi Sri (see Chapter 3). A rock by the sea is 
part of the physical shape of the marine environment to me, while to the Bali Hindu 
community in Canggu, that rock is a manifestation of Dewa Baruna (see Chapter 5). My 
understanding of the data is shaped by my own knowledge and experience, and is 
substantiated through verification with Balinese and non-Balinese scholars on Balinese 
society (see acknowledgements for more; also Fox 2016 for a detailed account of efficacy 
in language). 
Throughout this thesis, I use original terms where possible and use English terms 
where permissible and conducive to ease of discussion and expression. The reader 
should be aware that translation can not carry the complete significance of an original 
term. For example, there are various entities that roam the niskala, such as tuhan (BI: 
god), roh-roh gaib (BI: spirits) and atman (BB: soul/spirit) (see Fox 2016: 36). I describe 
                                             
21 Italics and quotations marks in original. 
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these as “intangible actors”, “intangible beings”, “niskala beings” or “deities”, to articulate 
these in a way that ‘makes sense’ to a non-Balinese, English-speaking audience where 
appropriate, but adopt original terms as much as possible (from Basa Bali, Bahasa 
Indonesia and sometimes English) to analyse Balinese conceptions of environment. 
Having described the background, context and methodology of this dissertation, I present 
a thesis outline before reviewing relevant literature in Chapter 2. 
Thesis outline 
Chapter 2 reviews the literature in which I conceptually ground this thesis: the 
anthropology of Bali, ethnography, political ecology and the anthropology of human 
relationships with environment. This chapter reviews literature to address what existing 
research says about the ways in which Balinese people relate to their surroundings and 
what role water, plastic litter and sebel play in these relationships. This thesis is intended 
to contribute to discussions on environmental management in terms that go beyond the 
physical transformation of environment – such as water irrigation – to include religious 
rituals and norms which I suggest Balinese people consider as engagements with niskala. 
I think through environmental relations as an analytic tool and conceptual approach that 
enables me to think beyond a nature - culture dichotomy, to include hybrid concepts that 
see humans and intangible actors as entangled and mutually constitutive binary. This 
enables me to describe the different types of relationships and management approaches 
Balinese people practice. Balinese people describe themselves as active agents who 
influence intangible actors, who in turn also have agency: everything in Bali is understood 
through a niskala causation. After giving some background into the Balinese order of the 
world and the role of intangible actors, I describe how I use political ecology to analyse the 
socio-environmental consequences of tourism on environmental management practice. 
In Chapter 3 I begin to present my fieldwork data in greater detail. Questions I address 
in this chapter include: What consequences does the shift towards tourism as main 
economy have on the ways Balinese people relate to water? Does this shift also entail a 
shift of management practices and conceptions of water? With this investigation of the 
causes and consequences of the risk of freshwater scarcity, this chapter discusses the 
drivers that reshape environmental management practices in Canggu. By using political 
ecology and ethnography, I investigate the socio-environmental consequences the shift in 
economic activities is having on freshwater access and consumption in Canggu. With the 
transition from agriculture to tourism, water consumption, equity and control is redefined, 
  
27 
which I identify as a shift in environmental relations. As a result, the ways Balinese people 
conceive of environment (BI: lingkungan) are changing, from an “original environment” (BI: 
“lingkungan asli”), to one that is commodified and reshaped by foreign investors, which 
results in a more “Westernised” and “modernized” environment in which banjar, subak and 
dinas forms of governance are not the primary form of control over freshwater 
consumption. I find that groundwater extraction and foreign ownership of tourism 
businesses are related to a lack of enforcement of regulations around groundwater 
extraction. 
In Chapter 4 I direct the conceptual focus from the political ecology of water, to an 
ethnographic description of sebel (BB: ritual impurity), the role of rituals and tirta (BB: holy 
water) for purification, and what this tells us about Balinese conceptions of the world. How 
Bali Hindus may understand sebel and how this notion shapes, and is shaped by, their 
relationships with their surroundings is the central theme of this chapter. Interlocutors 
described sebel as a threat to the order of the world and as a threat of “chaos” to 
Canggu’s marine environment. My aim in this chapter is to identify the intangible relations 
and the dynamics that shape these relationships, by showing how ceremonies – 
particularly those related to purification -  define these relationships. I find that rituals 
manifest relationships with the niskala and that purity and impurity are partially defined 
through their entangled relationships to one another. 
While Chapter 4 discusses sebel, Chapter 5 discusses the consequences sebel has on 
the ways Balinese people engage with their surroundings in a popular tourism destination. 
This chapter asks: what are ways in which Balinese people articulate deities as agentive 
and what consequences does this have for Bali Hindus? The main focus of this chapter is 
to explore how Bali Hindus think about and interact with their surroundings, and what the 
effects of that are. By discussing the efficacy of temples and ceremonies, I explore the 
mutually constituent entanglement between humans and intangible actors and find that 
the establishment of a pura exemplifies how ceremonies can be considered as forms of 
environmental management according to the Bali Hindu order of the world. I draw on 
interviews and fieldwork anecdotes to discuss how constructing a pura and giving 
offerings are ways of engaging with niskala. For Bali Hindus, ceremonies are forms of 
engagement with the intangible realm that ensure an order of the world and the continuity 
and sustainability of ecological, socioeconomic and cosmological processes on Bali. 
Establishing boundaries between sacred, economic and leisure spaces is an important, 
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ritualised aspect to Bali Hindu engagements with the world and to Canggu’s residents, 
marine tourism is only appropriate if the separations between economic and sacred 
spaces are established and maintained. 
As I discuss in Chapter 6, existing literature suggests that sociocultural factors 
influence the ways humans conceptualise their surroundings and shape environmental 
management practices and policies. I analyse the sociocultural factors that influence 
waste management in Bali and ask: what practices shape environmental management 
and other practices in regard to plastic litter and waste management? What are the 
causes and consequences of plastic litter? The intention of this chapter is not as much to 
identify who pollutes and who should manage waste and environment, but how Balinese 
people describe the socioeconomic causes and consequences of plastic litter in Canggu. 
Plastic is considered “dirty” (BI: kotor) by interlocutors and increased pollution is expected 
to lead to a decrease in tourism arrivals. Among several causes of plastic litter, I argue 
that a lack of services and infrastructure leads people to discard waste in waterways and 
burn it on village dumps. 
In Chapter 7, I address the key research questions how do Balinese people understand 
and practice environmental management? And how are water and plastic litter managed 
in the tourism economy in Bali? This chapter analyses and discusses what the data reveal 
about forms of management in Bali and the need to continue to conceptually redefine 
human engagements with environment, because socioeconomic and political processes 
redefine human relationships with environment. The intention of this chapter is to analyse 
the ways in which Balinese people conceptualise their surroundings and the relations that 
shape the forms of environmental management. Ceremonies are forms of environmental 
management to me, but to Bali Hindus, they are forms of engagements and interactions 
with the world that prevent it from falling into ‘chaos’. To Balinese people, to control and 
sustain the ecology of their surroundings and continue all life processes requires the 
management, appeasement and continued interaction with the deities who control 
humans, animals and events. Ceremonies uphold this order of the world, according to Bali 
Hindu rules, norms and practices. Environmental management narratives, policies and 
strategies should acknowledge Bali Hindu concepts of the world to ensure social 
acceptance and environmental sustainability of regional economic development, because 
intangible relationships with environment have consequences on the ways Balinese 
people relate to and conceptualise environment. The core argument I propose suggests 
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that Bali Hindu concepts of environment, such as the spatialisation of sacred sites, 
influence waste management practices and stand to some extent outside of government 
control, as these are managed by banjar and desa administrations. 
Chapter 8 concludes the thesis by discussing the key research question I posed: how 
do Balinese people articulate and relate to their surroundings? The intention is to 
conclude the discussion and analysis of the data I presented throughout the thesis and 
summarise the core arguments. I argue that sociocultural factors influence the ways 
humans relate to environment and should be considered in environmental management 
strategies and policy development. Balinese forms of management go ‘beyond the 
physical’, because ceremonies are engagements with niskala intended to ensure the 
continuation of the order of the world. Religious conceptions are manifested and practiced 
alongside political and economic processes. I find that Balinese people can accommodate 
living and working in a cosmopolitan tourism destination and interact with international 
visitors, while practicing relationships with Balinese village life, including Balinese forms of 
governance (BB: banjar), environmental management (BB: subak) and rituals (BB: 
melasti, melukat, ngaben, banten), as long as the Bali Hindu order of the world is 
established and maintained. I suggest that legal recognition of Bali Hindus to exercise 
religious rituals and acknowledgement of the deities in waterways and other aspects of 
environment is appropriate in Bali. I further conclude by suggesting that anthropologists 
should go beyond notions of ‘culture constructing nature’, to acknowledge and examine 
how Balinese people navigate a plurality of relations with environment (cosmological, 
economic, political), which are not necessarily mutually exclusive and opposing, but may 
be entangled and intersecting.  
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Chapter 2: Beyond the physical: concepts of 
environment 
 
Environment is, therefore, and long has been, more than a passive, residual, limiting 
sort of factor in shaping Moroccan and Balinese life. It is and has been an active, central 
and creative one. 
Clifford Geertz22 
To speak of a nature outside of culture, or a culture outside of nature, is problematic as 
they are mutually constitutive. 
Jerry Jacka23 
Growing up in Germany, I was influenced by a positivist education system that 
emphasised empirical evidence. I learned that if something cannot be proven by chemical 
and physical tests or mathematical calculations, it is hard, if not impossible to prove the 
existence of something (see Sullivan 2017:221). Within this epistemology, ‘nature’ and 
‘environment’ are two entities that may be dominated and controlled by the actions of 
humans. My ideas about humans and the world corresponded to a European notion of 
“nature” as “the phenomena of the physical world collectively, including plants, animals, 
the landscape, and other features and products of the earth, as opposed to humans or 
human creations” (Oxford Dictionary 2018a). Two aspects of this definition are crucial: 
firstly, “nature” is something that is physically present. Secondly, “nature” is something 
that stands in opposition to human creations. “Nature” is a conceptual notion of something 
opposed to “culture” (Strang 2016; Tvedt and Oestigaard 2010:2). 
“Environment”, on the other hand, refers to “the surroundings or conditions in which a 
person, animal, or plant lives or operates” (Oxford Dictionary 2018b). The use of the term 
“environment” describes the social and physical surroundings of a particular area and 
everything that exists or occurs inside it. The ‘lives’ and ‘operations’ that take place may 
                                             
22 Geertz (1972b:26) 
23 Jacka (2015:77) 
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include events, actions and socioeconomic phenomena such as rituals, while 
“surroundings” is used to refer to non-human entities such as trees, rivers and the sea. I 
consider tourism to be part of the lives and environment of Bali Hindus in Canggu. 
Tourism plays a role in the way that Bali Hindus make sense of these conditions. This use 
of the term “environment” allows me to refer to and describe the physical and intangible 
aspects of the world that exist in a particular area, including the conceptual 
understandings of life processes and events that take place in it. I argue that ‘linkgungan’ 
(BI) is the closest Indonesian word for my use of the term ‘environment’, as interlocutors 
used it to refer to particular surroundings and everything that exists and occurs within it, 
including social interactions and exchanges. 
As Schmidt (2017) suggests, environmental management practices reflect the 
epistemological, social, historical backgrounds and existing power relationships of the 
societies that practice them (see also Berkes et al. 1998; further discussed in Chapter 7). 
The term ‘environment’ has proven challenging to me as I grew aware of how much my 
understanding was an expression of my epistemological and social background. When 
writing about the relationships Balinese people have with niskala and sekala, I faced the 
challenge of (re)articulating interlocutors’ statements and actions toward what I thought 
would be ‘environment’ in English. I tried to understand their world through my terms. After 
much confusion and struggle to find the appropriate and accurate expressions, I noticed 
that the ways that Bali Hindus live in and interact with their tangible and intangible 
surroundings are profoundly different to what ‘environment’ means to me in English. This 
is further complicated because there is “no single term (that) encompasses the study of an 
individual’s or group’s knowledge, perceptions, and experiences of their environment 
within anthropology” (Orr, Lansing and Dove 2015:157). Environment, to me, is the 
immediate physical surrounding of a person or social collective, such as an area or place. 
It can also be a social environment, which includes the people one interacts with or is 
influenced by. 
Throughout this thesis I address notions of environment and relationships with 
environment, because I am concerned with the connections Balinese people have with the 
lives and processes that exist around them. I adopt the expression ‘beyond the physical’ 
to stimulate a critical conceptual approach with which I intend to move away from 
Eurocentric models of ‘nature’ versus ‘culture’, and instead think through the relationships 
in which humans live with their surroundings. I take up the discussion of thinking ‘beyond’ 
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nature and culture further in Chapter 8, through critical engagement with Mark Hobart’s 
work on “After culture”. 
This chapter presents an introduction to relevant concepts of the Bali Hindu order of the 
world, including the role of holy water, intangible actors and rituals. I argue that rituals are 
considered to have consequences in the world and are intended to ensure the 
continuation of life processes, by outlining how Bali Hindus attribute divine agency to 
events and actions, and further consider events that take place in Bali as the 
consequences of intangible beings. I critically discuss ethnography, political ecology and 
environmental relationships as the conceptual background of this thesis and outline how 
these guide my inquiry and analysis. I outline how I use ethnography as theory of 
description and take guidance from the questions and analytical framework of political 
ecology and suggest that human-environment relationships are the connections between 
social units, and not representations of these. This approach enables me to argue in 
Chapter 5 that rituals have consequences in the world and in Chapter 7 that the sekala 
and niskala are mutually-dependent and co-constituent. 
Environment: thinking beyond nature and culture 
The key debate that underpins much of the environmental anthropology literature is 
concerned with the concepts of ‘nature’ and ‘culture’ (also Allerton 2009; Bateson 
1972:104; Descola 2013; Descola and Pálsson 1996; Dove et al. 2011; Henare et al. 
2007; MacCormack and Strathern 1980; Strang 2016). This includes the view that ‘culture’ 
is distinctly different to ‘nature’. ‘Nature’, in this sense, refers to that which is outside of 
human effects and actions. ‘Nature’ is often discussed as dichotomously opposed to 
‘culture’, although there is a movement among social scientists to suggest that such a 
dichotomy ignores non-Western24 concepts (Dove et al. 2011; Dove and Carpenter 
2008:53; Descola 2013; De la Cadena 2015; Escobar 1996; Escobar 1999; Naveh and 
Bird‐David 2014; Orr, Lansing and Dove 2015; Ross 2015:49; Wellens 2017:365). 
Separating ‘nature’ from ‘culture’ is associated with “capitalist regimes” that allow “natural 
resources” to be commodified (Escobar 1999:6; also Schmidt 2017:32), where rivers can 
                                             
24 Some of the literature I quote here uses the term “Western” to refer to European, North American and 
Australian ways of thinking as evident in English-language literature. I acknowledge the potential problem of 
such a generalising term in misrepresenting such a diverse and vast group of people. 
  
33 
be dammed and redirected, and where fields and forests (including its animals and plants) 
can be controlled through laboratory-tested processes and substances, such as 
pesticides. The data lead me to engage in a multinaturalist approach and argue for a 
plurality of worlds (Kohn 2014; Viveiros de Castro 1998; see discussion in Chapter 8) 
because I take my informant’s statements “seriously” (Allerton 2009:238; Holbraad 
2008:S101), and explore how Balinese interlocutors articulated two worlds in tangible and 
intangible terms and how the Balinese order of the world shapes engagements with and 
management of their surroundings. 
Thinking of human relationships with environment in Bali requires one to move beyond 
dichotomous categories. Interlocutors did not describe a dichotomy between ‘nature’ and 
‘culture’ in a way that I would interpret as opposed, separate and exclusive, as I knew 
through it through my upbringing in Germany. Instead, interlocutors commonly 
differentiated between a physical (BB: sekala) and metaphysical (BB: niskala) realm, but 
also acknowledged that the two realms intersect and that humans and intangible actors 
can transcend the realms. The two realms are therefore not strictly dichotomous but are 
intersecting binaries. I articulate the tangible and intangible realities in a way that 
acknowledges events and actions to occur both in tangible and intangible terms. Engaging 
with the intangible realm requires interacting with intangible actors – either voluntarily or 
involuntarily and may be expressed as a “feeling” (BI: rasa/merasa[kan]) one has during 
an event, when visiting a place, or in the form of a vision received in a dream. While one 
can see plastic litter by the beach and describe it as physical pollution (BI: polusi) and 
dirty (BI: kotor), it required divine intervention in the dream of a temple priest (BB: 
Pemangku) to make one desa’s residents aware of the intrusion of a threat to a sacred 
site (see Chapter 5; I revisit the discussion on binaries and Balinese concepts of the world 
in Chapter 7). While additional research may help analyse the perception of the intangible 
realm, my concern here is with the existence of this realm as articulated to me by 
interlocutors and the consequences this has for human relationships with environment 
and environmental management, including how Balinese people conceptualise the world. 
The Balinese world: beyond the physical 
Sophie Strauß (2015) details her ethnographic account of disputes over landscape to 
outline a variety of relations with environment, a notion I also identified. She discussed 
how local actors in northern Bali “construct” three concepts of “landscape” as evident in 
landscape disputes over proposed tourism development on sacred land. Firstly, her 
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interlocutors described a “spiritual Hindu-Balinese perspective” of a sacredness of land; 
secondly, international NGOs treat environment in terms of “sustainability and 
conservation” and thirdly, international investors see “land primarily as commodity” 
(Strauß 2015:123). Strauß finds that the debate on human relations with environment in 
Bali should not so much focus on a secular / profane dichotomy, but on “the practices of 
the actors involved that are shaping interests, positions, identities and struggles about 
values and valuations of the landscape, control of its resources and legitimacy of its use” 
(Strauß 2015:136). Strauß’s work identifies the religious, economic and political 
relationships Balinese people have with landscape, which I discuss further in the context 
of environmental management and tourism throughout the thesis. Whereas Strauß takes 
a constructivist approach to human-environment relationships and argues that these 
views are contrasting, I situate myself in the ontological literature influenced by Holbraad 
and de la Cadena and suggest that multiple relationships exist and that rituals ‘make’ the 
niskala and the agency of intangible actors ‘present’ in ways that are overlapping and co-
constituent, rather than opposing (see p. 25). The following sections review exiting 
literature on Balinese people’s relationships with environment and how the Balinese world 
extends beyond the physical. 
A Balinese order of the world and Tri Hita Karana 
Existing social science literature describes Bali in terms that order the world into 
physical and metaphysical hierarchies. Hauser-Schäublin (2004) has described higher 
altitude geographic locations (e.g. mountains and uphill areas) as “pure”, while lower lying 
locations downstream or near sea level, are ritually “impure”. She continues to suggest 
that objects, places and people that are in higher locations are considered most “pure”, 
which is reflected in daily practices, such as in the way laundry is hung up: underwear at 
the bottom and pants and shirts at the top. For Balinese people, “protective benevolence 
flows downwards from the mountains” (Tanner and Mitchell 2002:78). Gunung Agung, the 
highest mountain on the island, is commonly articulated as Bali’s most sacred place. 
Power and life operate from above through the sun, mountains and upper rivers, while the 
female soil operates from below and is attributed with decay. The mountains are sacred 
and the residence of the gods, while the sea is “a place of dangerous and destructive 
forces” (Reuter 2002:272). Similarly, the ocean is home to evil spirits and is believed to be 
“the underworld with deadly snakes and poisonous fish” (Del Guidance 1994:10). Hobart 
et al. (1996:99) describe the sea as causing illness and bringing death, but also to be “a 
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source of useful, vital energy”. Powers hence flow from “top to bottom, from mountain to 
sea” (Hobart et al. 1996:100). This cosmological hierarchy connects places of high altitude 
(mountains), to lower altitude (land) and to sea level (ocean), where generally the 
intangible ‘purity’ decreases with lower elevation (Strauß 2015:129). 
Balinese concepts of the world also permeate individual life cycles, as the “path of the 
soul” follows this order of the world (Hobart 1978). Humans are connected to the world 
through lifecycles, as “the attributes of life and death are often associated with east and 
west [and] may be mapped onto the upstream-downstream [direction].” (Hobart 2000:66). 
Village layouts and the locations of buildings are also determined according to this order 
(Hauser-Schäublin 2004). For example, a cemetery is likely located at the seaward end of 
a banjar. This hierarchy is not merely a passive attribute that simply exists, but it actively 
shapes and is shaped by the actions and practices of Bali Hindus. To Bali Hindu devotees 
there exist “place spirits”. Every place, tree and stone is inhabited by a “spirit” which must 
be worshipped and respected (Barth 1993:195). Humans play an active role in 
maintaining this order by ritually ‘servicing’ temples and sacred sites, to protect them from 
tangible and intangible impurities (Strauß 2015:129; see Chapters 4 to 6). 
This hierarchy and composition of the island’s geography reflects the conceptions of 
environment that shape Balinese lives and practices (see Reuter 2002 for an elaborate 
discussion). Part of this conception is expressed through the “kaja-klod axis” that 
stretches from the mountains (uphill, upstream) to the sea (downhill, downstream) 
(MacRae 1997:192). This conception of environment combines physical environmental 
traits, such as rivers, valleys and the marine environment with the invisible environment 
and those forces and beings that exist and operate in the world but can not be seen. Their 
presence is felt, rather than visually evident. Graeme MacRae (1997:192) highlights the 
role of water in connecting the sekala and niskala realms: 
the gods and their manifestation in the form of life-giving water originate 
in the mountains and flow down through the humanised landscape of fields 
and desa, nourishing and purifying as they go but themselves becoming 
increasingly polluted in the process until they reach the sea in which all 
impurities are absorbed and transformed and from which the water returns 
invisibly to the mountains and begin again. 
MacRae adds that this conception is relative to localised circumstances, as 
downstream of one village becomes upstream of their lower lying neighbours. If water is 
purifying by carrying away impurities, thus accumulating a more impure character while 
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running through villages, then what about the sea and beaches? The marine environment 
is the site for ceremonies related to death (see Chapter 4), although I found that beaches 
are also used for purification ceremonies such as melasti and have sites to collect water 
to make tirta. Such sacred springs are called Tirta Empul. The marine environment thus 
holds multiple characteristics particular to purpose and location. As Hobart (2000:67) 
explains, “on one interpretation, it is polluted; on another, it is so extensive in its purity that 
it is able to absorb all the impurities of the world”. These nuances are also evident in 
Canggu, where only particular areas in the marine environment are used for either post-
mortem or purification ceremonies, but never both. Purification ceremonies are conducted 
at a ritually pure location, whereas ceremonies associated with death are conducted at a 
different site. I further discuss this in Chapters 4 to 5. 
The relationships between waterways and sacredness became of central concern to 
me because these are intrinsically connected to notions of environment. When talking 
about human relationships with environment in Bali, Bali Hindus sometimes use Tri Hita 
Karana as a term to refer to this connection and the condition of environment (BI: situasi 
lingkungan). Tri Hita Karana describes the trinity between “the religious (parhyangan), 
social (pawongan) and environmental-territorial (palemahan) domains of life” (Roth and 
Sedana 2015:158; also Warren 2012:295). It is a Sanskrit phrase (Tri, meaning “three”) 
denoting three paths to peacefulness and prosperity (Pedersen and Dharmiasih 
2015:144). Tri Hita Karana is commonly described as a “philosophy” of the balance 
between humans, environment and God. The expression is so popular that Tri Hita 
Karana is acknowledged in the subak UNESCO World Heritage claim (UNESCO 2012; 
MacRae 2017). However, the concept is also controversial, with critics describing it as a 
neologism or a “buzzword” that simply reflects old practices (Pedersen and Dharmiasih 
2015:144; see Pitana 2010; Roth and Sedana 2015; Wiener 1995). MacRae (2012:72; 
see also Roth 2014) describes Tri Hita Karana as a “neo-traditional ideology” and an 
attractive but idealised notion of harmony between the human, divine and environmental 
trinity. Thus, despite the references to Tri Hita Karana in literature, policy and 
conversations, it remains an ambiguous concept. 
I found that Bali Hindus I spoke to referred to the niskala and intangible actors to 
describe the causation of some events (such as those I discuss in Chapters 4 to 7). Tri 
Hita Karana, niskala and sekala may not be clearly separable but intersecting in 
character. My intention is not to identify and trace the similarities and differences between 
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these three concepts because they co-exist and play a role in the lives of interlocutors 
simultaneously. While Tri Hita Karana is an often-quoted ‘philosophy’ of environment, I 
chose to continue my investigation of the tangible and intangible realms because I found 
that these factors, which include intangible actors, seem most influential in the ways Bali 
Hindus engage with the world and make decisions about it. The hierarchy of the order of 
the world, Tri Hita Karana and the sekala and niskala realms all shape Balinese 
environmental relationships. My concern is less with Tri Hita Karana itself, its historic 
development, definition or whether this trinity is ‘in balance’, than with the various 
practices, socioeconomic processes and conceptions that shape human engagements 
with environment in Bali.  
Discussing the Bali Hindu order of the world through hierarchical terms of flows of 
energy and purity that connect to water shows us how purity and impurity are spatialized 
concepts (Boon 1977:99; see Chapter 5). Environmental relationships in Bali exist in an 
economic sense, where resources can be commodified through agriculture and by 
converting land into tourism infrastructure (see Chapter 3). There are also cosmological 
relations that extend beyond the physical manipulation of environment. These are evident 
in ceremonies, temples, sacred objects and rules of conduct that exist in the context of the 
Balinese order of the world, in which intangible beings can influence events through their 
actions. 
Intangible actors: niskala beings 
To discuss Balinese relationships with environment, it is necessary to examine the 
agency of intangible actors and the presence of the niskala, because these permeate 
almost everything in Bali. The agency of humans, non-humans and other entities has 
occupied researchers in their work across Indonesia (Allerton 2009; Connor 1990; Dove et 
al. 2008; Hobart 2016; McDonald and Wilson 2017; Reuter 1999; Wilson 2011). Hobart 
(1990) has considered the agency of temples, effigies and plants in Bali. He suggests that 
thinking through agency enables researchers to “explore analytical approaches to social 
action which permit a more finely grained account of Balinese ethnography”, continuing to 
suggest “that Balinese ideas and usage are sufficiently rich and distinctive that it would be 
unwise to impose Western models a priori” (Hobart 1990:3). He suggests that an 
“insidious imposition of Western academic models which presume their theoretical 
constructs to apply essentially to all cultures equally” would be a misrepresentation of how 
Balinese people engage with the niskala (ibid:3). The conceptual distinction between 
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“Western” thought models to non-Western concepts is an important differentiation to make 
in my discussion of Balinese relationships with environment, which I suggest stand 
outside “Western” concepts of ‘environment’.25 In Bali, all events and actions may be 
interpreted through a niskala causation. In the words of Hobart, “Balinese attribute 
responsibility for all sorts of events to the actions of invisible beings or even material 
objects which we, but not they, tend to consider Imaginary Agents.” (Hobart 1990:4). 
While Hobart does not elaborate on the origin or implications of the expression “Imaginary 
Agents”, he discusses how a particular plant that is used as medicine is considered by 
Balinese people to have been bestowed its healing properties through divine agency. To 
Bali Hindus, agency is not something humans bestow on an object or an organism. 
Humans, plants, objects and events may become “instruments” for deities and spirits who 
are considered to be intangible actors (Hobart 1990:23 & 30; also Wiener 1995:72 for 
more examples). Humans can become temporary “instruments” subjected to the 
intentions of niskala actors; these actions influence the physical world. This type of 
agency is fundamental to everything in Bali and underpins Bali Hindu concepts of 
‘environment’ and ‘impurity’. In the case of Bali, it is not water that has agency, as some 
anthropologists, political ecology and hydrology scholars have suggested in their research 
in other locations (Krause and Strang 2016:733; see Allerton 2009; de Rijke et al. 2016; 
also section: “Water, purity and environment” in this chapter). Instead, the deity that is 
manifested in a particular body of water (e.g. Dewa Tirta in Holy Water) can affect the 
physical world, such as by purifying and cleansing people and objects. 
Catherine Allerton (2009) proposes a different view of divine agency in her discussion 
of “spiritual landscape” and urges scholars to “take more seriously the (implicit or explicit) 
claims of our informants that the landscape has agency” (Allerton (2009:242). She 
outlines examples from across Indonesia where people attribute “landscape” with a 
“presence”, agency or power. Allerton (2009:241-242) proposes that “many Southeast 
Asian peoples accord a kind of agency to the spiritual landscape […] they see it as having 
the power to act in the world”. While my data may appear to draw a similar picture in Bali, 
there is a conceptual difference in my analysis. While Allerton attributes agency to 
landscape, thus terming it “spiritual landscape”, interlocutors told me that tourists are the 
                                             
25 I further outline Balinese ways of understanding their surroundings and critically discuss the concept of 
‘environment’ in the following section. 
  
39 
result of their (the interlocutors’) offerings and of the agency of deities (see Chapter 5). 
Events are instruments of divine agency, which is not confined to a particular “landscape”, 
tree or mountain. Divine agency can be evident in the actions of humans, economic 
activities, and even a bomb explosion. My analysis therefore suggests that to a Balinese 
person, deities act through various physical instruments in their various shapes (e.g. Dewi 
Gangga for freshwater, Dewa Baruna for seawater, Dewa Danau for a lake and Dewa 
Tirta as God of Holy Water). One beach vendor explained to me how a Bali Hindu person 
should pray to the deities that inhabit one’s immediate surroundings when conducting 
business, traveling or entering a sacred site. In the case of her business by the beach in 
Canggu, she prays to the supreme Bali Hindu deity Sang Yang Widhi Wasa (see Lansing 
2009:51; Picard 2011:493), as well as Dewa Baruna. While Allerton suggests that 
landscape itself has agency, my data suggest that Balinese people articulate deities as 
having agency. To Bali Hindus, deities act through objects, humans and events; they use 
landscapes and material entities as instruments for their actions. 
My intention with this discussion is to give background to existing discussions of 
agency in Bali in order to lay the basis for the qualitative data I present in this thesis. It 
would be inaccurate to think of plants and animals in Bali as only “natural”. This would 
project a Western way of thinking onto Balinese concepts, and take agency away from 
deities, and instead bestow plants and animals within a notion of ‘nature’.26 I argue that 
removing their agency would fundamentally misrepresent how Balinese may understand 
plants, animals and physical surroundings (Hobart 1990:33). In this thesis, I consider 
Balinese notions of agency and rituals, because these are fundamentally linked to the 
ways Bali Hindus conceptualise and engage with the world. 
Ritual practices and Bali Hindu engagements with the world 
Rituals have been described as having security and prosperity as their objectives (see 
Chapter 5, section “Praying for good business”; also Howe 2000), but can also be 
                                             
26 This does not mean that Balinese people do not refer to their surroundings as “lingkungan alami” (BI: 
“natural environment”) as some people I spoke to did in some contexts. While Balinese may use the term 
“alami” in Bahasa Indonesia, my intention of discussing the tangible and intangible realm in the context of 
Bali Hindu engagements with the world is to highlight that Balinese concepts go beyond a human-nature 
dichotomy to a more hybrid, entangled and relational view of humans, intangible actors and the physical 
surroundings. What a Balinese person may mean when referring to a “lingkungan alami” may be different to 
what an Anglo-Australian city dweller may mean by ‘nature’ (see discussion on translation and articulation in 
Chapter 1). I critically discuss notions of ‘nature’ and “modern” in the Balinese context further in Chapter 8: 
“Consequences of tourism on environmental relationships”. 
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expressions of social status that manifest prestige and “impress rivals” (Howe 2006:58). 
Additionally, I suggest that rituals can be a type of engagement with environment, 
according to Bali Hindu concepts of the world. In Bali, humans exist within the entangled 
relationships that define the existence of the physical and metaphysical realms and the 
actors within them. Ritual practices are part of the daily lives of Bali Hindus and shape 
relationships with intangible beings and the physical surroundings. Intangible actors may 
influence the decisions and actions of living humans and in turn, humans give offerings 
through rituals and “ask for permission” (BI: minta permisi) of intangible actors before 
entering sacred spaces, such as a sacred mountain spring or temple, in order to conduct 
a ritual (Chapter 4). We might understand ritual practices and offerings as bringing into 
existence the intangible actors as a result of the entangled actions of humans, deities, 
ancestors and other roh-roh gaib (BI: intangible beings). Rituals therefore steadily shape 
Bali Hindu engagements with the niskala, which in turn also shapes engagements with the 
physical surroundings. 
I saw the dedication of women and men to prepare offerings everyday while living with 
the family of a Pemangku: folding coconut leaves into small baskets, cutting sugar cane 
into small pieces, and adding coloured rice and flowers to the folded parcels was a daily 
routine. One woman in the household I lived in gives approximately 50 offerings around 
the house and nearby temples daily. This takes her nearly 30 minutes. This is a detailed 
process that is performed by many Bali Hindus (see also MacRae 1997:184-187; Fox 
2015). During preparations for large ceremonies, such as weddings, odalans (colloquially 
translated as temple ‘birthdays’, celebrated every 210 days) or other holy days, the family 
would get help from extended family members, friends and other village residents to 
prepare the food and offerings. Banjar members usually consider helping to prepare 
religious ceremonies as a good deed to the banjar (BB) and pura (BB), while there may 
also be a sense of social obligation around these activities (see Howe 2006 for a detailed 
discussion of rituals in Bali). This is a practice called nyayah (see Fox 2015:44; also 
Chapter 4), a Balinese expression that has the Bali Hindu context of relating to labour 
devoted to a religious activity.27 
                                             
27 Nyayah is different to the Indonesian concept of gotong royong, which has nationalistic and political 
connotations. 
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The offerings Bali Hindu devotees prepare on a daily basis and in larger quantities for a 
variety of ceremonies have intrigued social scientists and regular spectators alike (Belo 
1953; Chappell 2011; Fuentes 2010; Howe 2006; Ottino 2000). Richard Fox (2015) has 
asked “why do Balinese give offerings?” and explored the “practice surrounding the 
preparation and dedication of banten (the Balinese term most commonly glossed in 
English as ‘offering’)”. He identifies five motivations for giving offerings: “(1) well-being, (2) 
power, (3) purity, (4) balance and harmony and […] (5) flows and concentrations” 
(ibid:37). Fox outlines how the ingredients for a banten must be ‘pure’ and not previously 
used for any other purpose, by specifically acquiring them for the purpose of ritual 
offering. Focussing on “purity” and how this relates to the niskala and Balinese concepts 
of environment is key to examining sebel (BB: ritual impurity), because notions of purity 
and sacredness underpin the order of the world. 
Practicing a vast range of rituals is a way for Bali Hindus to maintain the relationship 
between the tangible and the intangible realm. MacRae (1997:263) has studied rituals in 
relationship to the tourism economy and landscape and found that: 
Balinese ritual may be understood as a set of practices for mediating, 
negotiating, balancing the relationship between the sekala world of 
appearances, which includes what I think of as landscape and economics, 
and the niskala one of forces and beings upon which it is all believed to 
depend, but are invisible to ordinary social science. 
Rituals are a set of practices that shape the engagements with the sekala (BB: tangible 
realm) and niskala (BB: intangible realm) with the objective of upholding the sacred 
hierarchy and order of the world. Rituals establish relationships between humans and 
non-humans beyond the physical connection with environment and are considered to 
have consequences in the world, such as ensuring the sustainability and continuation of 
ecological, economic and other life processes. Examining ceremonies leads me to 
describe a concept of human relations with environment that includes an intangible reality 
that is a “reality” and has consequences on the actions of humans and how they 
conceptualise and engage with their surroundings. Everything in Bali is both subject to 
and entangled within tangible and intangible relations: power relations, economic forces 
and social connections. Religious practices such as praying for good business and giving 
offerings affect the niskala in a way that ‘manages’ the environment by using known skills 
to minimise degradation (see Chapter 2), which ensures that land is available for future 
generations. In this order of the world, tourism is an instrument for deities to award 
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economic prosperity – or withhold it – and enable Balinese people to earn an income 
(Chapter 5). Rituals are required at sacred sites to maintain the purity and sacredness of 
those particular areas. 
The ceremonies and rituals I discuss throughout this thesis help me to explore how 
engagements with niskala are also types of environmental engagement because practices 
that have the intention of influencing the niskala have consequences in the physical and 
human world. In her study of invisible strength and well-being, Connor outlines the 
“profile” and rituals a Balinese healer (BB: balian kebal) conducts to instil invisible strength 
into his clients. In this ethnographic account and analysis of health practices, Connor 
(1995a:149) finds that 
The attraction of kemasukan kekuatan for the clients can perhaps be 
related to their understandings of the connection between manifest and 
non-manifest aspects of existence. There is an interpenetration of sekala 
and niskala, and a complementary opposition. In this complementarity, 
sekala existence is ultimately governed by niskala forces which can only 
be partly discerned by humans. In kemasukan kekuatan, participants 
attempt to harness niskala forces to render themselves invulnerable to 
harm which derives from the inequitable operation of power in social life. 
These understandings of sources of threat to the well-being of the 
embodied self are not readily commensurable with discourses of health 
and illness that legitimate biomedical interventions on a merely material (or 
sekala) body. (italics in original) 
Quoting Connor at length here shows several things. Firstly, that the presence of the 
sekala and niskala extends into almost all aspects of Balinese life, including environment 
and health. Similar to Connor, I found that the two realms are complimentary and 
intertwined: one realm affects the other. Both, the sekala and niskala, are co-constituent 
and reciprocal, as actions and events in one realm have consequences in the other realm. 
Secondly, I also explore how the niskala is a “source of threat” and ceremonies can 
mediate these threats. While Connor discusses the presence and consequences of the 
intangible realm through a balian (a Balinese healer), I engage with the niskala through 
environmental relationships. The reader should not be led to think of niskala and sekala 
as alternative interpretations of ‘nature’ and ‘culture’. Sekala and niskala are concepts that 
shape the ways Balinese people understand themselves and the world they live in. 
Everything in Bali can be explained in terms of sekala and niskala: every action is caused 
by human and non-human actors who exist in these realms. Rituals usually feature the 
use of tirta, arguably a centre-piece of the Bali Hindu religion. 
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Water, purification and environment 
Tirta (BB: holy water; also spelled tirtha) plays such a prominent role in daily life for Bali 
Hindus that their religion has been termed “agama tirtha, the religion of holy water” 
(Lansing 1987:330; also Kehi and Palmer 2012:468). During many ceremonies, Tirta is 
used for the purification of oneself, offerings, ritual objects and places (Hobart et al. 
1996:105). Water is described as carrying away both tangible and intangible impurities 
(Lansing 1987:330). The physical aspects of water’s materiality - such as that it flows 
downhill - give it characteristics even before social interpretations. Suggesting that water 
is only a social construct would be a misleading approach (Hobart 1978), because it 
ignores the agentive role of non-human entities. Instead of looking at how attributes of 
water are socially constructed, I analyse the social processes and relationships that 
include the agency of intangible actors, to explore Balinese concepts of the world and 
human-environment relationships. This approach enables me to explore the mutually 
entangled and co-constituent character of humans, intangible beings and the 
surroundings, and how human actions and social processes shape and are shaped by the 
existence of intangible actors. 
Water plays a connecting and purifying (BI: menyucikan28) role in this order of the 
world. Rivers are considered as carrying away pollutants and “dirty things” (BI: yang 
kotor), such as the ashes of deceased people, which are then ultimately purified (BI: 
menyucikan) in the sea. I experienced this while visiting sacred springs in the mountains 
with informants for melukat ceremonies (see Chapter 4). Lansing (2009: 54) has 
highlighted the hierarchy of the world in Bali and that Bali Hindus view lakes as “the 
mystery of water as life-giver” while in contrast “the waters of the sea are associated with 
the equally potent mysteries of dissolution and regeneration.” He suggests (ibid:54-55) 
that the purifying attributes of waterways take on an impure character because impurities 
are discarded into them:  
by the time they [the impurities] reach the sea, the rivers are considered 
to be brimming with impurities—the ashes of burnt sacrifices, the discharge 
from village and fields. The sea dissolves them all, removing their human 
content as impurities, and returning them to a wild, elemental, natural state.  
                                             
28 See Chapter 4 – ‘Purity and Disorder’ for an etymological discussion of “suci” and “cuci”, and the 
connection between sacredness and purity. 
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However, I found the notion that the sea is ‘impure’ to be more nuanced. During 
fieldwork, I experienced ceremonies by beaches and spoke to priests and attendees. I 
learned that there are sacred sites by beaches and that sea water can be taken from 
sources in the marine environment to make tirta (such sources are called Tirta Empul). 
The marine environment is therefore not ritually impure everywhere, but only in some 
places.29 Mark Hobart outlines how the hierarchical conception of the world relates to 
water and sacredness. He suggests that the path of water and purity is: “one of the most 
common referents for this spatial axis […]. Because most water comes from volcanic 
lakes and springs, it may refer to the direction of the mountains” (Hobart 2000:66). Water, 
waterways and ideas of sacredness and the order of the world form relationships that 
connect everything in Bali, from living to dead, from human to mountain, sacred and 
‘impure’. 
In Canggu there are several types of water. The sea is used for recreation and 
economic purposes. The sea is also saltwater that is sacred to Bali Hindus because of its 
connection to the sacred Gangges river in India. Seawater is used in ceremonies after it is 
taken from specific places such as in front of Pura Batu Bolong. These places are 
described as Tirta Empul and can be used as sources of Holy Water. Rivermouths (BB: 
loloan) are where rivers meet the sea. This mixing of salt and freshwater presents a place 
suitable only to particular ceremonies, notably those done in relation to purification. 
Investigating the nuances between Tirta and other sacred waters, such as seawater, 
spring water and lake water, would require a comprehensive study of Balinese religion, 
ceremonies and a detailed understanding of deities, objects and ritual processes (see 
Drew 2016:73; Hooykaas 1973). Water has a plethora of meanings, which would overflow 
the confines of the thesis, therefore I focus on notions of purity and impurity and their 
significance for environmental relationships. Water is used during ceremonies to purify 
devotees, objects and places, whether as Tirta, seawater, or freshwater in a flowing river. 
Discussing Tirta in this section is intended as background information to the reader, while 
throughout the thesis I further explore the relationships between water, purification and 
environment. 
                                             
29 I explore these nuances in Chapter 4 and 5. 
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As I outline in Chapter 4, beaches are the location for various ceremonies like melasti30 
(BB: purification ceremony) and ngaben (BB: cremation ceremony), and sacred sites 
including temples. The marine environment is sometimes described as being ‘ritually 
available’ for tourism, which suggests that this use of environment is suitable to the 
demands of marine tourism while also fitting into Balinese hierarchical grouping of space 
into higher sacred, and lower impure locations. Mark Hobart (2000:66) has proposed that 
both Balinese and non-Balinese visitors benefitted from marine tourism: while tourists 
could sunbathe and swim in the sea “the Balinese classification of space was upheld, by 
appeal to the associations of purity and pollution.” As I explore the association between 
sacred, economic and leisure space further in Chapter 5, I find that space is not simply 
available, but boundaries both tangible and intangible must be established and maintained 
through ritual practices. My intention is to investigate relationships with the marine 
environment to discuss how Bali Hindus navigate ceremonial practices and tourism, and 
how these two topics intersect according to a Balinese order of the world. Exploring sebel 
as a notion similar to an intangible impurity (see Chapters 4 and 5) enables me to 
investigate this interrelated connection between tourism and religion, humans and space, 
sacred sites and intangible impurity, because ideas of purity and impurity lie “at the heart 
of [the Balinese] world order” (see Kent 2006:349). 
The niskala, rituals and intangible actors permeate economic processes and 
environmental relationships through mutually entangled actions and practices. As I have 
discussed in this section, ceremonies are actions intended as engagement with niskala. 
Burning incense, receiving Tirta (BB: Nunas Tirta), and giving offerings (BB: banten) are 
tangible manifestations of the niskala, evident in the practices conducted to give/receive 
them, and in the physical form of water, incense, food and drink. Ceremonies are 
instruments to uphold the balance between the sekala and niskala, and influence the 
actions and events across these two realms (see MacRae 1997:462). I argue that human 
relationships with environment that go beyond the physical surroundings are important in 
environmental management and to understand Bali Hindu conceptions of environment. 
                                             
30 Melasti is the biggest, island-wide purification ceremony that is conducted annually in the lead up to 
nyepi, the Balinese ‘new year’. Every year, hundreds of thousands of Bali Hindus go to the beach to conduct 
elaborate ceremonies that include offerings that are tossed into the sea. Reportedly, some villages also 
sacrifice live animals (I have seen this with ducks and chickens myself) even goats and buffalos which are 
dragged off shore – today by using small boats from Surf Life Saver clubs – to be drowned in the sea. There 
are also smaller melasti ceremonies conducted for the purposes of purification (BI: menyucikan). 
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Human relationships with environment 
To research human relationships with environment I combine ethnography and political 
ecology as methodologies for data collection and analysis, because political ecology 
enables me to investigate the socioeconomic causes and consequences of the risk of 
groundwater overconsumption and plastic litter, while ethnography allows me to take 
seriously the metaphysical characteristics of Bali’s tangible and intangible surroundings. I 
think through relationships with environment because to Balinese people, the intangible 
operations that exist also shape human lives – humans and intangible actors shape and 
influence each other (see Chapters 4 and 5). 
I continue to use ‘environment’ at times during descriptions and discussions of data, 
because it is the English expression that comes closest to lingkungan (BI). This term may 
refer to a particular area in various scales, from village to island-wide. I therefore use 
“linkgungan” (BI: environment), “surroundings”, or other terms when writing about a 
Balinese context. Balinese people speak about two realms. The intangible realm (niskala 
[BB], dunia gaib [BI]) refers to spirits (roh-roh gaib [BI], atman [BB]) and deities that 
generally roam across Bali while the physical realm (sekala [BB], dunia nyata [BI]) 
includes everything visible and tangible, including humans and animals (Wiener 1995; see 
Chapter 4 for a discussion on sekala and niskala). These realms are both part of how I 
write about ‘environment’ and its use (such as in environmental management) in this 
thesis. 
Environmental management 
The conceptual ideas that shape environmental management approaches are shaped 
by scholars from political ecology, geography, as well as social and environmental 
sciences. Piers Blaikie and Harold Brookfield (1987) contributed an arguably foundational 
work to political ecology in their book on “land degradation and society” (see Dove 2006; 
Biersack 2006:11). In this publication, Piers and Blaikie (1987:1) suggest that land 
degradation is a social problem because of its anthropogenic origins and that 
land management consists of applying known or discovered skills to 
land use in such a way as to minimize or repair degradation, and ensure 
that the capability of the land is continued beyond the present crop or 
activity, so as to be available for the next generation. 
This definition of land management refers to extractive industries such as mining and is 
limited to the use of “land”, while waterways and marine environments escape this 
articulation. However, it allows me to begin to think of degradation as result of land use 
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and to examine the long-term sustainability of economic processes. Economic activity is 
one factor that can improve or degrade a particular environment, but the causes of land 
degradation “are often complex, intertwined with social, economic and political factors, 
both historically and contemporarily” (Nepal and Saarinen 2016:1). Thinking of 
socioeconomic “drivers” is one approach used to identify and analyse the causes and 
socio-environmental consequences of economic activities such as tourism (see Cole 
2012). According to the Millenium Ecosystem Assessment (MA 2003), “drivers” are 
human actions, natural processes and factors that directly or indirectly create change to 
an ecosystem (Carpenter et al. 2006; Nelson 2006 et al.). The key ‘driving force’ I 
consider in this thesis is the tourism economy, as well as the human processes and 
actions that govern it. In today’s use, environmental management refers to a broader 
context beyond “land management” and “skills”, to include further aspects around the 
physical manipulation of an area and often refers to a particular aspect of environment, 
such as land use for agriculture and extraction of resources (see Drew 2016:70; 
Hershkovitz 1993). I focus on water and waterways in this thesis because these are 
important topics for ‘environmental management’ because of the foundational necessity of 
water to any society.  
Christopher J. Barrow examines environmental management principles and practices 
(1999) and approaches for sustainable development (2006) and argues that “the 
environmental manager is expected to advise on wise resource use, potential 
environmental opportunities and threats” (Barrow (2006:4). He suggests that there are 
various management approaches, including those that are “more or less anthropocentric 
or ecocentric, more or less ‘green’, more or less supportive of technology.” (Barrow 
2006:25). He further argues for the need to investigate local forms of environmental 
management, to adapt national policies “to suit different social, cultural, economic and 
political conditions.” (Barrow 2006:18). Working towards the sustainable development of a 
region, should establish “adequate sustained quality of life for all without exceeding 
environmental limits” (Barrow 2006:27). This narrative is important in Canggu, which is 
undergoing rapid land conversion and construction of tourism infrastructure while also 
facing fears for increased freshwater scarcity and plastic litter. My intention is to 
investigate the lived experiences and concepts that shape Balinese environmental 
management approaches. 
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One example of environmental management in Bali is how the subak irrigate rice fields 
and control the flow of water for rice cultivation. Aside redirecting water, the subak also 
manage their surroundings through ritual processes that exist in the context of Bali Hindu 
concepts of the world (see further discussion in Chapter 3). In this thesis, I explore how 
ceremonies can be considered forms of environmental engagement. However, keeping in 
mind the difficulty of translating concepts, equating ceremonies with environmental 
management may be a transformative act that does not represent Balinese views. As 
existing research shows (Drew 2016), creating a dichotomous view of either religious or 
economic relationships with environment does not reflect Balinese experiences, where 
multiple relationships with the tangible and intangible realms mark the reality of the lived 
experiences of Bali Hindus (Strauß 2015). I explore these multiple relationships in the 
context of political ecology. 
Political ecology 
Political ecology has been described as “the study of how power relations mediate 
human-environment relations” (Biersack 2006:3; also Escobar 1996). Despite its Marxist 
origins (Lansing 2009), political ecology is less concerned with labour and economic 
analysis, but with power relations and the consequences of these on human relations with 
environment. Political ecology is a multi-disciplinary approach, that can be understood as 
political economy with ecology (Biersack 2006:3; Escobar 1999). Blaikie and Brookfield 
(1987:17) use political ecology as an approach to analyse the dialectic relationships 
between societies and land-based resources, with a particular focus on the role of the 
state. They argue that states often empower “dominant groups and classes”, and 
consequently marginalise less dominant groups through “taxation, food policy, land tenure 
policy and the allocation of resources” (ibid:17). Political ecology is the study of relations 
between environment and society, and often identifies the influence of powerful groups, 
governing bodies and the consequences of economic and political processes for 
marginalised communities, as well as inequalities in access to and control over resources 
(Watts 2000:257). 
In the edited book “Reimagining political ecology” (Biersack and Greenberg 2006) the 
authors and editors discuss the origins, current state and future direction of political 
ecology in a collection of ethnographies. Aletta Biersack (2006:4ff) identifies “five 
provocative theoretical orientations” in political ecology. Firstly, the nexus of symbolic and 
material factors. Secondly, the opposition to a nature/culture dualism and a “focus upon 
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the reciprocal impacts of nature and culture”. Thirdly, political ecology is linked to 
Wallerstein’s world systems theory while - fourthly - it engages in “practice theory”. Finally, 
the authors propose that political ecology goes beyond class inequalities of classical 
Marxism and expands its scope to include feminism, race and ethnicity. I situate myself in 
the second theoretical orientation, as I am interested in the social aspects of human 
relationships with environment and because the data lead me to challenge a 
nature/culture dichotomy. 
Biersack suggests that a key conceptual debate about political ecology is concerned 
with the epistemological and ontological ways in which humans and their surroundings are 
connected. Biersack (2006:27) proposes a future direction for political ecology that is 
interdisciplinary and takes seriously local conceptions of environment, as well as the lived 
realities that shape human engagements with the world:  
the constructionist position has fuelled a debate, ontological and 
epistemological, about whether (first) nature actually exists (the realist 
position) or is only construction (the constructionist position), and if it does 
exist, whether it can be known as such or whether every attempt to know 
it necessarily results in another subjective construction rather than in 
objective facts. I dare say that the argument that there is no nature, only 
‘nature’, a construction, has little appeal for most political ecologists, for 
whom the stakes must be real and material if they are to be fully political.  
If researchers want to go beyond a nature - culture divide in the way they conceptualise 
humans and their surroundings, debates must go beyond a social constructionist 
approach to human relationships with environment, as a constructivist position would 
perpetuate debates around ‘society constructing nature’ and thus continue to conceptually 
divide humans from their surroundings. My political ecology explores Bali Hindu 
relationships with environment and the social processes, actions and conceptions that 
shape these. By including the ontological position proposed by Viveiros de Castro (2013), 
Holbraad (2008) and de la Cadena (2015) into my political ecology, I seek to go beyond 
thinking of the sekala and niskala as social “constructs”, but think about what these realms 
do and what consequences they have in the world, particularly for environmental 
management. 
The data I discuss throughout this thesis demonstrate the need to rethink binaries in 
‘non-Western’ concepts and the need to consider how Balinese notions like sebel, sekala 
and niskala shape Bali Hindu conceptions of self and the world they live in. My use of 
political ecology is to some extent intended to scrutinise policies and power relationships, 
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but mostly to trace and highlight socioeconomic factors such as governance structures, 
ceremonies and management practices through which humans engage with their 
surroundings (see Dove et al. 2011). The kinds of politics I examine in this thesis are 
evident in the development and implementation of environmental management strategies 
devised by the regional and central government, as well as the environmental 
management practices that are evident in Canggu. These are evident in the way waste is 
managed or groundwater is extracted. My focus in this dissertation is to examine how 
Balinese people make sense of their surroundings and what consequences this has on 
their engagements with their surroundings, particularly in the management of waterways, 
waste and the marine environment. 
The political ecology I propose with this thesis is informed by ethnographic fieldwork – 
and vice versa - and traces epistemological and ontological relationships between 
humans, more-than-human actors and their surroundings (Sullivan 2017), and takes 
seriously the notion that articulations and conceptions of one’s surroundings have 
consequences in the world (Holbraad 2008). This political ecology can be considered as 
“after nature” (Biersack 2006:4) because it recognises the mutually constituent 
relationships between humans and their surroundings. This way of conceptualising and 
applying political ecology is influenced by the need to acknowledge ontologies beyond-
the-human, to go beyond a human-nature dichotomy and become inclusive of human-
environment relationships that acknowledge the presence and influence of intangible 
actors, because these relationships define and shape economic, social, religious and 
political relationships between humans and their surroundings in Canggu. 
Political ecology enables me to highlight the socioeconomic and political context of 
environmental management strategies and practices (Barrow 2006:24). Anthropologists 
often work with environmental managers to clarify human-environment relationships and 
develop management strategies that are socially accepted and fit local cultural contexts 
(Barrow 2006:87). Political ecology enables researchers to highlight how “radical changes 
in human social habits and practices are required in order to counter environmental 
degradation and achieve sustainable development” (Barrows 2006:173). In this 
dissertation (particularly chapters 3, 6 and 7), I identify and analyse Balinese 
environmental management practices and challenges in relation to groundwater 
extraction, waste and ritual practices that go beyond shaping the physical environment. 
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I apply this political ecology as an approach to focus my analysis on Bali Hindu 
engagements with the world. It is a type of political ecology that has been applied by 
anthropologists in the context of “ethnographies of nature”, where social scientists 
examine the social relationships that shape human engagement with environment 
(Biersack 2006:32). This way of thinking about the data allows me to articulate the types 
of human relationships with environment evident in Canggu, where humans and intangible 
actors are interdependent, and humans and their surroundings are co-constituent. Such a 
mixed methodological framework enables me to develop and adopt political ecology in a 
way that enables me to acknowledge epistemological and ontological influences on the 
“relationships with natures-beyond-the-human” (Sullivan 2017:225; also analysis in 
Chapter 8). I further use political ecology to examine the anthropogenic causes and social 
consequences of obstacles to the social and environmental sustainability of Bali’s tourism 
economy (Crate 2011:150; Dove 2006:16; see further discussion below and in Chapter 3). 
Combining ethnography and political ecology allows me to investigate existing 
socioeconomic relationships between tourism and environment, and the consequences 
this has for environmental management strategies and practices (see Linton and Budds 
2014). 
Ethnography and political ecology 
Arturo Escobar (1999) has sought to define an “anthropological political ecology” that 
combines ecology, anthropology, political economy and Science and Technology Studies 
in order to reframe ways of conceptualising human relationships with environment. He 
suggests that social scientists have begun to apply political ecology in accounts of 
“nature-society relations” to highlight “the interwoven character of the discursive, material, 
social, and cultural dimensions of the human-environment relation” (Escobar 1999:2). He 
suggests that social scientists need to think “after nature” and acknowledge the ways that 
different societies “construct nature” in varying ways. This “antiessentialist political 
ecology” is situated in a constructivist approach that suggests that all social and biological 
life is “relational” and dependent on another: humans construct social interpretations of 
nature, while the embodied experiences, as well as the biological necessities of all life 
shape human interpretations of it. Persons becoming persons and organisms becoming 
organisms “occur within a relational field” (ibid:10). He terms this relational model of 
human-environment relationships as “hybrid nature” (ibid:13), to articulate these 
relationships as processes of crossing boundaries of conceptual dichotomies such as 
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nature-society, modernity-tradition, object-subject. Escobar’s model is similar to Lansing’s 
articulation of human-environment relationships, who suggests that relations are 
representations of connections between “social units” (Lansing 2009:129, see Chapter 3). 
In contrast, I suggest that human-environment relationships are the connections between 
social units, and not representations of these. I therefore step away from poststructuralist 
and constructivist models and towards an ontological model of human relationships with 
environment influenced by Holbraad, Viveiros de Castro and de la Cadena, to examine 
how relations exist and are defined themselves - although not independently - and are not 
representations of practices or beliefs. For example, my methodology considers both 
environmental management practices and religious rituals to include tangible and 
intangible relations by analysing the consequences these practices have on the people 
and for their engagements with their surroundings. In this thesis, I show how 
environmental management practices and ritual practices evoke human relations with 
environment. I argue that this is a way of thinking of a “hybrid nature” that enables me to 
articulate how in the case of Bali, environment can be used as instrument for the actions 
of intangible actors. Describing environmental relationships through ethnography and 
political ecology is a suitable mixed-methods approach and analytical framework that 
enables me to overcome what might otherwise be described as a dichotomy between 
society and environment and describe human - environment relationships as intersecting, 
mutually dependent and co-constituent. 
I have chosen to use ethnographic methods and description as well as political ecology 
as analytical tools, since I consider these appropriate for drawing out the ways in which 
Balinese people spoke about themselves, their tangible and intangible surroundings and 
their engagements with environment. Existing research suggests that ethnographic and 
political ecology studies can contribute to developing socioeconomically sustainable 
environmental policy, management and governance approaches (Boelens 2014; Connor 
2016; Crate 2011; Dove and Kammen 1997; Hershkovitz 1993; Orlove and Caton 2010; 
Schmidt 2017). I use ethnography as theory of description and take guidance from the 
questions and analytical frame of political ecology. 
Stephen Lansing et al. (1998) present one example of how this mixed-methodology can 
be applied to highlight the relationships between economic processes, sociocultural 
factors and environmental management practices. The authors used a combined 
framework of ethnography and political ecology to highlight the sociocultural tensions 
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around economic processes. The authors worked with Twana Indians and a utility 
company, to analyse types of values attributed to the Skokomish river, near Seattle in the 
USA. They focus on the types of value evident in socioeconomic activities by the river, 
such as salmon fishing. They first outline forms of “natural value” of the river to local 
indigenous groups, then discuss the consequences a dam project had on these types of 
values attributed to the river. Their study demonstrates how an outcome-driven political 
ecology and anthropology can contribute research that suggests that sociocultural factors 
should be taken into account by policy makers in order to develop sustainable 
environmental management practices (see also Prieto 2016). Similarly, I draw on 
ethnographic data to suggest that the sekala and niskala shape Balinese forms of 
environmental engagement and that these should be taken into consideration in the 
development of policies and strategies for sustainable economic processes and uses of 
the physical environment in Canggu. I suggest that policy makers and tourism 
stakeholders should consider Balinese concepts of environment and ritual practices in 
their decision-making process to enable environmental management that would respect 
Bali Hindu ceremonial practices and concepts of environment. Combining ethnography 
and political ecology enables me to both speak to environmental policy while also 
engaging with the reality of Bali Hindu ways of engaging with the physical and 
metaphysical realms. Such a mixed methodology suits my understanding of 
environmental relationships as practices and social processes, both ontological and 
relational, that entangle humans with their surroundings. 
Environmental relationships: a hybrid approach 
Like Clifford Geertz indicated in his work on water irrigation in Bali and Morocco, the 
‘environment’ plays an active and central role in Balinese life (Geertz 1972b:26; see 
introductory quote, this chapter). I revisit this notion throughout the thesis by thinking 
through environmental relationships, the existence of an intangible realm and the actions 
of intangible beings. Thinking through environmental relations allows me to bridge 
ethnography and political ecology and to qualitatively highlight intangible relationships with 
the world and examine forms of environmental management. I understand relationships 
as actions, flows, narratives, concepts and agencies that establish connections between 
individuals, social groups and aspects of environment. This includes but is not limited to 
practices like swimming in the sea, a religious ritual like conducting a prayer by the beach, 
or religious norms and concepts that influence decisions like not swimming at a beach 
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used for cremation ceremonies, economic activities like selling refreshments by the beach 
and laws that regulate groundwater extraction. 
Environmental relationships are social, ontological and epistemological, economic and 
metaphysical. Using a notion that acknowledges the entanglement of binaries, rather than 
opposing dichotomies, is situated in my overall conceptual approach to society and 
environment, which I suggest should be considered as hybrid, mutually constituted and 
steadily (re)defined (Holbraad 2008; Jacka 2015:77; Lansing 2009; Linton 2008; Linton 
and Budds 2014). As Jerry Jacka (2015:77) argues in his ethnographic work on politics, 
ecology and resilience in a mining area in Papua New Guinea:  
to speak of a nature outside of culture, or a culture outside of nature, is 
problematic as they are mutually constitutive. Our central concern, then, is 
seeking to understand the processes by which the environment is 
constituted by human activities and what impacts environmental changes 
have on those activities.  
A focus on processes enables me to think of Balinese relationships with environment 
as co-constituted and interrelated, and to think beyond ‘environment’ as passive subject of 
a social ‘construct’. 
Adopting a relational approach to environment and society enables me to discuss 
environmental management in terms that go beyond the physical manipulation of land to 
discuss Bali Hindu practices of managing and interacting with the intangible realm. Krause 
and Strang (2016) and the contributors to the special issue on “Thinking Relationships 
Through Water” argue that to take a relational approach to water involves ‘thinking 
through’ these relationships, or as they describe it: “a way to consider the materiality of 
social relations as well as the sociality of material relations” (Krause and Strang 
2016:634). They suggest that a relational approach enables researchers to refrain from 
“artificially dividing human life into social and material spheres” (ibid:634). The 
environmental relationships I engage with are practices, such as environmental 
management, ceremonies and other ritualised engagements. Investigating environmental 
relations in this way enables me to refrain from human-nature dichotomies, and to 
research, express and analyse the various interrelated and mutually-entangled relations 
Balinese people have with their surroundings. 
Krause and Strang (2016:635) argue that the benefits of a relational approach to water 
allow researchers to be inclusive of nonhuman life, such as animals and plants. In the 
case of Bali, I include nonhuman actors such as intangible beings, like deities. Thinking 
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through environmental relations enables me to move beyond a linear model that 
understands “culture” and “nature” to influence one another in a two-directional way, and 
instead understand human relations with environment as coexistent, overlapping and co-
producing (Escobar 1999:5). Thinking through social relationships helps me consider 
Balinese engagements with environment in a way that I intend it to be used to inform the 
development of regulations and policy approaches, and to consider water’s characteristics 
beyond its economic value, such as previously suggested by Orlove and Caton (2010) 
and Krause and Strang (2016:635). 
Conclusions 
In this chapter I argued for the need to think beyond ‘nature’ and ‘culture’ as 
dichotomous notions and instead consider the Balinese order of the world as grouped into 
two mutually dependent and co-constituent binaries: the sekala and niskala. Ceremonies 
have consequences because they are sets of practices that shape the engagements with 
the intangible realm and have the objective of upholding the sacred hierarchy and order of 
the world. Thinking of engagements with the world through co-constituent environmental 
relationships and processes enables me to think of Balinese relationships with 
environment as co-constituent and interrelated in a way that acknowledges the presence 
and influence of intangible actors. Combining ethnography and political ecology frames 
my conceptual, analytical and methodological approaches to examine the consequences 
of the shift from agriculture to tourism as dominant economies. In agriculture, the subak 
system is considered a “ritual technology” and type of environmental management 
(Lansing 2009:6; see Chapter 3). How the ‘ritual technology’ is less established in the way 
tourism stakeholders manage freshwater resources is the subject of Chapter 3. 
I outline Balinese concepts of environment in Chapters 3 and 4 and identify a plurality 
of environmental relations and forms of environmental management. Throughout this 
thesis I argue for the need to revise the narrative around environmental management and 
to consider religious relations with environment as form of management. I explore 
environmental management to qualitatively analyse the social relations, ritual practices 
and conceptions that shape how Balinese people manage their environment. I intend my 
research to provide qualitative data to inform policy in a way that will limit environmental 
degradation, marginalization of poorer actors and small-scale stakeholders. 
 
  
56 
Chapter 3: The flow of water in Canggu 
 
To define the water temple system, to bring the temples forward, will require us to 
broaden the perspective from which we view social institutions, and in this way to 
challenge the Eurocentric focus of Western social theory. 
Stephen Lansing31 
 
On several occasions, I visited village leaders across Desa Tibubenang and Desa 
Canggu to talk about environment (BI: lingkungan), tourism and religion. On one occasion, 
I met Nyoman, a Kelihan Adat (an elected banjar leader) from a banjar adjacent to a 
popular beach in Canggu that I had frequented over several months. I met Nyoman first 
when having coffee and snacks at his warung, as it was in walking distance from the 
parking area of the beach and where I could sit in the shade. I was curious to meet him 
because he had previously provided a donation-based public shower to the beach, but it 
was torn down to make way for a large beach club that was developed at the time on the 
beach-front near his house. I wanted to ask him about his sentiment about this 
development in his banjar. He proceeded to tell me that currently in Canggu there is no 
water problem, because most residents here have wells. If they did not have electrical 
wells (BI: sumur bor), they would have a “problem” (BI: masalah), because the shallow 
water that they can access from hand dug wells may be salty or contaminated with 
limestone. He told me that most wells are a minimum of 40 meters deep. If a well does not 
give water (BI: dapat air) at this depth, then some residents drill further to 80 meters 
depth. Many villas and hotels establish such wells, he continued. So, if “we” (BI: kita) only 
make “hand-dug wells” (BI: sumur gali), the water is “finished” (BI: habis), “sucked out by 
them” (BI: disedot sama dia). He used to have a hand-dug well, but the hotel next door 
has two electric wells 100 and 80 meters deep. His water was finished (BI: air saya habis), 
he told me, “I didn’t have any water” (BI: saya nggak punya air). So, in 1998 he 
established an electrical well, which cost him 25,000Rp per meter (about A$2.50 per 
                                             
31 Lansing (2009:8) 
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meter),32 while now it would cost about 100,000Rp (A$10). If a household would drill such 
a well today, it would cost about A$400, a considerable expense for a household (for 
context, a hospitality worker may earn about $230 per month as full-time waiter in the 
tourism industry). He told me that the most expensive part was establishing the well. 
Today he only has to pay for electricity and occasional maintenance. 
Residents are increasingly challenged to establish deeper wells that are necessary due 
to falling groundwater tables in the area. Nyoman expressed a sense of disadvantage 
against his wealthier neighbours in terms of accessing technology and in bypassing 
regulation without fines or legal repercussions, such as was alleged of beachfront clubs. 
While Balinese people are often indirect, passive and polite in their language, the term 
used to describe the extraction process “disedot” (BI) carries negative sentiments. When 
we spoke in May 2016, Nyoman told me that his well is 60 meters deep and the water is 
good (BI: Bagus airnya). I asked him to clarify the situation between him and the adjacent 
hotel, which takes the water. He replied 
S/He [the hotel] has two wells: one 80 meters, one 100 meters. So, 
automatically the water in the middle is grabbed by them from below 
because his well is very deep. So those who have a hand dug well, have 
water grabbed away by the hotel. Automatically all water goes there. We 
are dry and don’t have water. There are many whom this happened to. 
There are many villas that have very deep wells. We don’t have water. 
From then on, I made an electric well here. Now the water is good.33 
The conversation with Nyoman highlights how Canggu’s residents view the 
establishment of hotels, villas and beach clubs as bringing inequitable access to 
groundwater. During my stay in Canggu I observed how many households, including 
Nyoman’s household and business, access groundwater from aquifers through wells on 
their own property. This was different to what I read about the subak system, where water 
is irrigated from lakes and rivers, from upstream to downhill. My interest was therefore 
directed towards how Nyoman and other residents view tourism processes in their area 
and how they articulate the consequences this has for the way they access, use and 
manage groundwater. 
                                             
32 Indonesian Rupiah (Rp) are converted to Australian dollars (A$) at a rate of 10,000 : 1. 
33 See appendix 3 for the original transcript. 
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The intention of this chapter is to examine how Balinese people explain a shift in 
livelihood practice away from agriculture and toward tourism. I analyse this shift in terms 
of economic drivers and social and environmental consequences. 
I first outline how water management in Canggu is changing, by ‘thinking through water’ 
and applying political ecology to identify the shifting power relationships away from subak 
organisations, towards large-scale tourism stakeholders. I then examine groundwater 
extraction and foreign ownership as drivers that are part of the tourism industry and the 
consequences this leads to. I argue that the ways Balinese people conceive of 
environment (BI: lingkungan) are changing, from an “original environment” (BI: 
“lingkungan asli”), to one that is “Westernised” and “modernized” by foreign investors, and 
that banjar, subak and dinas forms of governance are no longer the primary management 
bodies. I show how poorer residents in Canggu are disadvantaged in their access to 
groundwater, because of the overexploitation and inequitable extraction by large-scale 
tourism business owners. 
Shifting forms of water management in Canggu 
Bali is experiencing a significant shift in the use of its waterways and freshwater 
resources (Wright 2016). While rice farming used to be the main industry and water-
consuming activity on the island, tourism has now taken this position and there is growing 
concern over the (mis)management of Bali’s water resources for tourism purposes (IDEP 
2016). The sentiment that Nyoman expressed about the greedy and forceful way of 
extraction of the hotel is reflected in existing research that estimates the tourism industry 
to account for 65 per cent of Bali’s consumed freshwater (Cole 2012:1226). Groundwater 
availability can pose a problem particularly for communities in the marine environment, as 
residents and businesses depend on aquifers that are under threat of saltwater intrusion 
due to overextraction. Researchers, residents and activists are concerned over the 
sustainability of groundwater extraction in Canggu, because of high consumption rates 
and insufficient aquifer replenishment strategies (Cole 2012). Existing reports have 
documented evidence of droughts in parts of Bali (IDEP 2016) which also raises the need 
to assess the sustainability of current groundwater resources and extraction in greater 
detail. 
Tourism scholar Stroma Cole has examined freshwater inequity in Canggu and argues 
that “power relations provide a key to understanding tourism’s environmental impacts” 
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(Cole 2012:1238). In her research on the political ecology of “water inequity” in Canggu, 
Cole found that “mass tourism is a water intensive industry, and the level and pace of 
continued development in Bali cannot be sustained.” (Cole 2012:1236). She outlines the 
key government, private and NGO stakeholders in the tourism “nexus” and finds that “in 
Bali, there is a struggle over access and control of water” (Cole 2012:1226). Cole 
suggests that her work is preliminary, so I present further explorations of freshwater 
management. While her focus is on regulation and policy and includes the views of 
tourists (see also Cole and Browne 2015), I use ethnography to investigate environmental 
relations as described by Balinese interlocutors. 
My work thus builds on Cole’s research to identify how the tourism economy is 
reshaping water management practices (for a historical perspective to irrigation 
management and governance see Schulte Nordholt 2011). Balinese residents are 
increasingly marginalised by tourism in terms of water access, as an estimated 85 per 
cent of tourism businesses in Bali are controlled by non-Balinese (MacRae 2010:20). 
The key research questions this chapter investigates ask how the shift in water 
consumption from agriculture to tourism shapes water management (see also Cole 2012; 
Lorenzen 2015; Strauß 2011). This includes asking whether the transition from agriculture 
to tourism also entails a shift in social relationships, management practices and 
conceptions of water. These questions have been asked in different terms by Rachel 
Lorenzen (2015) who is concerned with the future of the subak as a social system that 
controls water irrigation. She suggests that their future is uncertain due to the change in 
economic activities that also direct control of the island’s freshwater resources towards 
tourism. I add to her research by investigating what shifting water consumption habits 
mean for the ways Balinese people access and manage their freshwater resources and 
environment more generally. If the subak is a ritualised social organisation that manages 
water for rice cultivation, how is water managed for tourism purposes in Canggu, and what 
are the causes and consequences of the shifting power relationships in Canggu? 
To address these questions, I investigate how residents, village leaders and Balinese 
tourism stakeholders articulate the consequences tourism brings to water management 
practices. In addition to my own qualitative data, I review relevant literature on political 
ecology, tourism, water and environmental management. Water permeates all of Balinese 
life, which presented a methodological challenge: using either ethnography or political 
ecology would not encapsulate the qualitative relationships between Balinese people that 
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are lived through tangible and intangible experiences and engagements with the physical 
and metaphysical realm. I use ethnography as theory of description (see Chapter 1), while 
being guided by the questions and analytical frame of political ecology. I draw on 
interdisciplinary methods and go beyond water inequity, to focus on the shift in the use 
and consumption of water (Cole 2012; Linton and Budds 2014; Krause and Strang 2016; 
Swyngedouw 2009). 
In this chapter I identify how a shift in economic activity in Bali is driving a shift in 
Balinese environmental relations and how the “ritual technology”, which Stephen Lansing 
has identified among the subak, is changing as a result.34 Nyoman spoke about the 
environment becoming “modern” (he used the English term) through the processes of 
tourism investment and construction. I identify this as a shift in environmental relations 
and equity, control and consumption of freshwater resources. Continued tourism 
development not only has consequences on the ways water is managed, accessed and 
consumed, but also shapes the ways Balinese people conceptualise water and their 
surroundings. In this chapter I show how the ritual technology that Stephen Lansing 
identified among the subak is not practiced by non-Balinese tourism stakeholders who 
convert land into hotels, restaurants and beach clubs and use water through wells. As a 
consequence of this shift in resource use, Bali’s environment (BI: lingkungan) is becoming 
‘modern’ and ‘Westernised’ and the actors and practices of environmental management 
are changing. 
The political ecology of water and tourism 
Political ecology is a conceptual approach that focuses on power relations and 
governance (see discussion in chapter 2). Drawing on the social theories of Marx and 
Wittfogel, Lintons and Budds (2014:175) argue that “the control of water produces certain 
types of social power relations and structures of governance”. Relevant to my approach is 
their emphasis on the relationality of how water is “produced in, and how it configures, 
social relations” (ibid:177). Water and power are closely linked across societies today and 
have been in the past. Kingdoms, empires and states have depended on water irrigation 
to sustain urban centres (ibid:177; Strang 2015; Caton 2007) and fought to maintain 
                                             
34 As defined in Chapter 1: “the rituals of work in the fields may be “performative”, in that they call forth 
particular social groups to engage in activities such as planting or harvesting” (Lansing 2009:16). 
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control over freshwater. Conflicts continue today and are evident in the politics of 
knowledge practices and transmission, and forms of water governance (Caton 2007). 
Anthropologists have used political ecology to contribute to global discussions of 
environmental sustainability and to inform legislation and regulation (Crate 2011; Drew 
2016) because “each techno-social system for organizing the flow and transformation of 
water (through dams, canals, pipes, and the like) shows how social power is distributed in 
a given society” (Swyngedouw 2009:57). In an article on the political ecology of urban 
water, Swyngedouw, Kaika and Castro (2002) highlight the relationship between 
environment, governance and power relations and suggest that social and environmental 
sustainability are political matters. To “produce [a] sustainable urban environment” 
(Swyngedouw et al. 2002:24) requires policy approaches that integrate socioeconomic 
processes, ecological considerations with water management strategies. A political 
ecology framework is a research design in which social and environmental processes are 
analysed in terms of their intersections with economic and political factors. This approach 
is appropriate to think through the shift from agriculture to tourism in Bali and its 
consequences, given the multiple factors that influence this process. (Swyngedouw et al. 
2002:4). Thinking through political ecology, water and environmental management helps 
analyse the social relationships and socioeconomic factors that drive the shift in water use 
from agriculture to tourism and the consequences a shift away from the “ritual technology” 
of the subak has on the ways water is managed by tourism stakeholders (see Linton and 
Budd 2014). The flow of water in Canggu is changing and tourism stakeholders avoid 
dependency on the subak to control their access to and consumption of water. Instead, 
beach clubs dig deep wells and access low-lying aquifers that feed Canggu’s coastal 
community. Foreign investors and large-scale tourism operators are extracting water 
through wells instead of irrigation canals or pipes, which shifts social power towards 
tourism stakeholders. In this section I critically review how social scientists have analysed 
the relationships between water, society and power by “thinking through water”, and 
environmental relationships as evident in tourism.  
Thinking through water: society, environment and power 
Water flows through all social domains, thereby connecting and manifesting social 
relationships, and touching on almost every aspect of society (Orlove and Caton 
2010:402; see Babidge 2015:1; Caton 2007; Hastrup and Hastrup 2015:6). Thinking 
through human relationships with water helps social scientists identify and analyse social 
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relationships with environment, as well as the manifestations of social relations in 
narratives, practices and processes without imposing a “total cultural logic” (Lansing 
2009:16). Astrid Stensrud (2014:78) suggests that “water is good to think with because it 
always flows between places, entities and persons; it can both connect and disconnect, 
and is always in the relational in-between spaces”. This approach is informed by an 
analytic approach that examines how social relationships and practices shape human 
engagement with environment (see de la Cadena 2015; Holbraad 2008; Holbraad 2017; 
Naveh and Bird-David 2014; Strathern 1995; Strathern 2004). Franz Krause and Veronica 
Strang (2016:634) consider water as “deeply permeating social life” and define their 
approach as “thinking social relationships through water”. They oppose constructivist 
approaches to water and environment by arguing that “rather than treating water as an 
object of social and cultural production […] we consider water as a generative and 
agentive co-constituent of relationships and meanings in society” (Krause and Strang 
2016:633). The authors treat “thinking relationships through water as a way to consider 
the materiality of social relations as well as the sociality of material relations” (see also 
Rasmussen and Orlove 2014). Thinking of water as more than an object of sociocultural 
‘construction’ enables me to analyse the entanglement between humans, the tangible and 
intangible realms and how these are co-constituted and redefined through social relations 
and ritual practices. This approach further allows me to think of water as existing with both 
tangible and intangible traits that are agentive, because the existence of these traits has 
consequences on the ways that Bali Hindus interact with water, for example as commodity 
or as holy water. The deities that inhabit water in its various forms do things in the world 
such as purifying objects, places and people, and carrying away impurities. Water 
becomes “a generative and agentive co-constituent of relationships and meanings in 
society” (Krause and Strang 2016:733; emphasis in original; see de Rijke et al. 2016). 
Water is a suitable analytic tool for social scientists to “think with” (Strang 2014; also 
Henare et al. 2007; Orlove and Caton 2010). As Stefan Helmreich (2011) suggests, water 
has influenced many social scientists to develop social theories because of its 
foundational need for all human life and its pivotal role in societies, to the extent that he 
regards water as a “theory machine” (see also Hastrup 2013). Rasmussen and Orlove 
(2014:72) reviewed anthropological texts on water and highlight the ongoing interest 
anthropologists have had in water and environment, and argue that 
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several properties of water - its ability to move, often across political 
boundaries; the many ways it can be used - make it an apt starting point 
for considering how different people conceptualize themselves and their 
worlds. 
Water extraction, consumption and control are therefore appropriate themes to begin 
my investigation of environmental relationships and the consequences of the shift in 
socioeconomic processes in Canggu. By “thinking through” water (see Henare et al. 
2007), I investigate how Balinese people conceptualise and manage their surroundings. 
Similarly, Linton and Budds (2014) identify the co-constituent character of the 
relationships between society and water. However, rather than thinking of these relations 
as mere connections between entities, the authors propose that the relationships are what 
produces such entities. They (ibid:73) suggest that a hybrid approach to water and society 
implies a shift from thinking of relations between things – such as the 
impacts of humans on water quality – to the relations constituting things – 
such as the cultural, economic and political processes that constitute the 
particular character of desalinated water, treated drinking water or holy 
water. 
Ritual practices as well as groundwater extraction and freshwater consumption habits 
are some of the processes that constitute the social relationships with water in Canggu. 
Through ritual use of Tirta and bathing in sacred springs, water exists as manifestation of 
deities and their characteristics. Deities, the ability to purify from intangible impurity and to 
purify a human body (see chapter 4), exist because of the relationship Balinese people 
enact through ritual practices. Water, in its various forms is sacred and understood as 
different deities: the sea is ruled by Dewa Laut, water by Dewi Gangga, and the lakes by 
Dewi Danau. Water is not only materially present, but water is also the respective deity. 
Water’s sacredness exists through relationships and processes, and identifying these 
relationships is a key focus of this dissertation. 
Water has its own relations and plays an agentive role in water management and the 
social conceptions that underlie its management, as Jeremy Schmidt argues (2017:32): 
“to understand water as a hybrid is to understand that water itself flouts the polarity of 
nature and society.” He continues to suggest that “in so doing, water acts. It is an actant: a 
term designed to challenge anthropocentric notions of agency.” (ibid:32; see Chapter 7). 
As much as water’s physical attributes shape human relationships with it, so do its 
metaphysical aspects. The Bali Hindu order of the world shapes Balinese forms of water 
management in which water and niskala beings play an agentive role for Balinese people. 
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Because water is available in aquifers, it is possible by individuals and businesses to 
extract water through wells, which makes control and enforcement of extraction volume 
challenging. Because water is an instrument of Dewi Gangga, Bali Hindus give daily 
offerings at wells to pray for the continuation of the availability of groundwater. Tourism 
shapes freshwater consumption, access and distribution in Canggu and is part of the 
socioeconomic context in which water and environment are managed. 
Tourism and water 
Aside from the economic and social consequences of tourism, I pay particular attention 
to the environmental consequences of tourism to Bali. Land conversion in Bali mostly 
occurs when rice fields are transformed into villas to shift economic activity. The reduction 
of availability of freshwater is evident across the Badung regency, where 1,200 hectares 
of wet land has become dry land, which is unusable for agriculture (from a total of 19,118 
hectares) (BPS 2017b:22). Tourism operators, such as hotels, guesthouses and golf 
courses, account for 65 per cent of water consumed on Bali (Cole 2012:1224). Water is 
often used to provide showers, laundry services and drinking water, but tourism operators 
also use water for swimming pools, water parks and irrigated golf courses (Cole and 
Browne 2015:6, Gössling et al. 2012). Cole (2012) notes an overwhelming lack of 
awareness by tourists and residents in Bali of a potential threat of freshwater scarcity. She 
also found that a majority of water users extract groundwater through wells and that these 
extraction processes are mostly without consideration of government regulations. While 
there are laws that prohibit water to be extracted beyond a particular depth and volume, 
and that make water extraction taxable, Cole identified a lack of enforcement and 
awareness of these rules. Her research raises additional questions about the qualitative 
understanding of the social processes that shape these consumption habits and that 
shape related power relations and conceptions of environment. 
The consequences such an unregulated industry may have are evident in existing case 
studies of tourism and water outside Bali. Susan Stonich (1998) conducted a political 
ecology study of tourism and environment, which focussed on water quality in Honduras 
and documents the effects a large-scale tourism industry can have on an island’s water 
quality and availability. She critically examines increases in population and foreign visitor 
arrivals and asks whether population growth can directly be linked to detrimental 
environmental conditions. Stonich finds that while environmental degradation can be 
attributed to tourism projects led by wealthy and “powerful national and international 
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stakeholders” (ibid:25), lower socioeconomic residents suffer negative consequences. 
This example is similar to the case in Bali. Leo Howe (2006:17) explains that in Bali’s 
tourism economy “the upmarket end of tourist development is funded by Jakartan and 
foreign capitalists who export the profits”. With tourism amounting to over half the island’s 
economy (Howe 2006:3), there is increased pressure to consider the social and 
environmental consequences of this shift from agriculture to tourism (Lorenzen 2015). My 
research demonstrates how poorer residents in Bali’s south are disadvantaged in their 
access to freshwater, as a consequence of the overexploitation of Bali’s freshwater 
resources by national and international private tourism business owners. Questions of 
ownership and control further guide my investigation, as large-scale beach clubs and 
high-end hotels, those who consume the most water, are likely to extract profits outside of 
Bali. The ways in which water is accessed, distributed and managed in the tourism 
economy varies from the ways water is managed by the subak for rice cultivation. The 
subak are part of and engage in the changing relationships tourism brings, and land 
conversion is a critical factor in this transition. 
Subak and land conversion 
After interviewing several Kelihans in Canggu, one interlocutor referred me to Gede, 
one of several elected leaders of Canggu’s subak (also: Kelihan subak, Pekaseh; see 
Boon 1977:94 for a more detailed discussion). Gede told me about how he sees the 
situation in his village as changing which he observes in the events around him: “there 
used to be just rice fields here. Now there are villas”. He said that in response to this 
transformation the subak and their function must change too: “maybe the rice fields 
become villas, and become buildings to house tourists”. He added that the main economy 
in Canggu is tourism, and agriculture comes second now, a statement that reflects 
government statistics (BPS 2017b; also MacRae 1997:44-49). He contemplated this 
transition then added that there is a connection between tourism and the rice fields, 
suggesting tourists enjoy seeing the rice fields. He further explained that he is “a big 
supporter, tourism is very good”, and, repeating this statement twice, added that 
“everyone in the world knows about the subak. This change is very good”. He continued to 
say that “tourists are happy in Bali because of the rice fields and they enjoy taking photos, 
that is the connection between tourists and the rice fields”. 
As leader of the subak, Gede also earns an income from tourism by owning a roadside 
shop, renting out scooters and developing some of his land into villas and guest houses. 
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When I inquired further about the development of his land, he told me that his son is 
developing family-owned land into a guesthouse, a process he himself viewed as positive. 
After the interview, I noted in my fieldnote diary how surprised I was that even a subak 
leader sells his rice fields to convert to tourism. Gede’s statement demonstrates the 
economic drive the tourism economy has on Balinese people, particularly in the context of 
rice farming, which plays less of an economic role but increasingly matters as factor in 
Balinese identity and cultural heritage (Roth 2014:5), while my surprise indicates how non-
Balinese people may expect tradition-oriented values to drive economic decisions. 
On another occasion, I was invited by Wayan, a Bali Hindu resident and small-business 
owner to see a medium-scale guesthouse he constructed after he converted his land from 
a rice field. The man was the owner of the property and the land developer, a Balinese 
man born in this desa. He invited me to his house for coffee and to view the construction 
site, which was about the size of two tennis courts (~370m2). As we walked and spoke, he 
emphasised that he would not convert all of his property and leave the rice fields next to 
the field for his customers to look at. While on this topic, I asked if he had considered 
keeping all the fields for rice cultivation. He explained that they do not earn him enough 
income: if he converts the fields, Wayan said with a smile, he can earn 25 times more 
than through rice farming. 
The Badung Regency is a considerably urban region, with 33 per cent of land used for 
non-agricultural purposes and the majority of agriculture sites in the regency’s north (BPS 
2017b:7). In the sub-district of North Kuta, non-agricultural land (which includes roads, 
housing, offices, rivers and state forests) comprises 1900 hectares, compared to 1600 
hectares used for agriculture. This stands in comparison to the Kuta sub-district further 
south, where only 188 hectares are used for agriculture and 1600 hectares for non-
agricultural use (BPS 2017b:13-14). North Kuta has faced the fastest rate of land 
conversion, reaching a maximum of 123 hectares converted from rice field to non-
agricultural activities in 2014.35 The overall area for rice production in Badung has 
decreased from 17,442 (ha) in 2013 to 16,807 in 2015, while the production of rice has 
also decreased, from 112.705 tons in 2013 to 106.181 tons in 2015 (BPS 2017e:15). 
While the rates vary between sub-districts, these figures show a trend away from 
                                             
35 See appendix 2 for a table on wet rice field conversion in Badung Regency; BPS 2017b:16. 
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agricultural land use towards constructing infrastructure which can be used for tourism 
activities, such as hotels, roads and restaurants. This continued land conversion in South 
Bali also brings a transformation in land use, away from agriculture towards the 
commodification of land for real estate. With developing rice fields into tourism 
infrastructure, “there began, for the first time, a true real-estate market based on the value 
of land as capital, rather than as a subsistence resource.” (MacRae 2003:186). This 
reflects a trend evident throughout the island, as it is estimated that across Bali “farmland 
is being developed for tourism at a rate of 1,000 hectares per year” (Sawah Bali 2017). 
Converting rice fields into hotels means that surface area is covered in concrete, which 
hinders rainwater from filtering through the soil and prevents it from replenishing the 
underlying aquifers. Land conversion reduces the rate of replenishment of underground 
freshwater resources (IDEP 2016) and can directly be linked to water scarcity (Strauß 
2011:76). 
Land conversion is not just an economic and environmental factor, but has 
consequences for Balinese cultural heritage. Bali has a nearly 1000-year long tradition of 
water irrigation for rice production. The cultural heritage significance of this is important, 
as the “subak system” has been declared a UNESCO cultural heritage in 2012 (UNESCO 
2012). Some Balinese residents object to and protest the process of converting rice fields 
into hotels (Sawah Bali 2017). These objections are not only based on economic and 
environmental grounds, but are also intended to protect the rice fields as an important part 
of Balinese life and cultural heritage. The conversion of fields into concrete houses is an 
indication of a form of “modernisation” of environment (see Chapter 8), which has gained 
some attention in recent years. Rice and rice fields are considered sacred by Bali Hindus 
who worship Dewi Sri as the goddess of rice. There are holy days and ceremonies 
dedicated to her, which revolve around the planting, harvest and cutting of rice (Lansing 
2006). Dewi Sri’s grain not only nourishes the population, but also features in daily 
offerings and in many ceremonies. Surrounding this sacred deity are the subak, who 
ensure the continuing, appropriate and equitable flow of water to sustain the rice fields 
and good harvests all around the island. These irrigation collectives draw their water from 
only a handful of mountain lakes as their water resources. Rice fields are therefore 
considered a Balinese cultural heritage, indicating how land conversion can be seen to 
undermine Balinese cultural heritage, as well as religious practices (see Roth 2014 for a 
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more detailed discussion on legal plurality and how state-sanctioned “heritage policies” 
shape water extraction and management). 
The subak make up social networks that practice rituals around planting, harvesting 
cycles and freshwater irrigation. The subak play a significant role in water control and 
management in Bali and can be considered as complex domains of interactions between 
“cultural, religious and identity politics, broader political agendas of government control, 
and the interests of tourism, rural livelihoods and environmental sustainability” (Roth 
2014:6; in Chapter 7 I discuss environmental management in more detail). Like the banjar, 
the subak are not a homogenous organisation, which can lead to inconsistencies in 
decisions that follow differing rules and circumstances, as these may depend on the 
subjective opinion of the current elected leader (MacRae and Arthawiguna 2011; for a 
more detailed account on spatial governance and legal pluralism in Bali see Wardana 
2015). The interview with the Pekaseh that I have outlined is therefore not intended as a 
broad representation of all subak across Bali. Rather, it is one example of how a Pekaseh 
who lives in a steadily developing international tourist destination described his role as 
leader of the local agricultural group, and that he sees it as positive to develop his rice 
fields into a guesthouse to extract economic gains from tourism instead of agriculture. A 
discourse that proposes that the subak are passive ‘victims’ to tourism is misleading, as 
the Pekaseh was involved in the tourism economy himself, shifting his economic activities 
to suit the demands that exist in his village. While his duties as Pekaseh are changing, he 
is gaining significance as a tourism stakeholder. Instead of thinking of him as a passive 
subject of economic processes, he presented himself as an active agent for development 
and change. The subak are not disappearing (Lorenzen 2015). Instead, the statements of 
the Pekaseh demonstrate the shifting responsibilities and economic activities he and other 
Balinese people face. 
The socioeconomic drivers of tourism have lead the Pekaseh and Kelihan Adat to 
‘rethink’ and ‘redefine’ their roles in Balinese village administration and how they relate to 
their environment. By now the reader may wonder, if the subak presented a “ritual 
technology” to manage water for rice cultivation, how is water managed for tourism in 
Canggu? And how does this shift shape Bali Hindu engagements with the world? 
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Tourism and freshwater 
Back at Nyoman’s house near the beach in Canggu, our conversation opened up as I 
asked him about the situation of environment (BI: situasi lingkungan) more generally and 
its management. When I asked Nyoman, he defined an “original environment” (BI: 
lingkungan asli) as one with trees and flowers and that “has not yet been tampered with 
by investors” (BI: diutak-atik sama investor). He considers investors to be wealthy, non-
Balinese people (e.g. Jakartan, Australian, or Spanish) who own large-scale beach clubs 
and hotels. I noted that Nyoman used the English word “investor” to refer to large-scale 
tourism business owners. He told me that if too many trees are cut down, the environment 
can “deteriorate” (BI: merusak), no longer be “original”, and has already become 
“modern”. Here, he used the English word “modern”, adding that it is also becoming 
Westernised (BI: sedikit ke barat-baratan). Elaborating on this notion, he added that if 
trees and flowers are no longer cultivated, the environment can deteriorate and there 
could be landslides, floods and similar disasters. “We have to care about the environment. 
It must be treated, preserved, protected… kept safe” (BI: kita harus peduli dengan 
lingkungan. Harus dirawat, harus dilestarikan, harus dijaga, harus diamankan). 
After this conversation, I thought about the implications of Nyoman’s statements and 
wondered about which parts of environment he thought would have to be protected and 
preserved and how could this be done best? As I researched the types of impurities and 
dangers that Balinese sought to keep out of their communities (see Chapters 4-5), I also 
actively engaged with the everyday presence of the intangible realm by participating in 
ceremonies and prayers. Through this process of participant-observation, the various 
forms of protecting and preserving an environment and the order of the world became a 
lived reality to me. Before I discuss this in Chapters 4 and 5, I outline my interpretation of 
Nyoman’s statements about the processes of modernisation and Westernisation, and how 
he witnesses the “natural environment” as becoming “modern” through the socioeconomic 
processes of tourism. 
Groundwater extraction and risk of overconsumption 
Balinese residents and visitors do not commonly speak about freshwater supply as 
problematic, indicating that there is a general lack of awareness about the seriousness of 
it (Cole 2012). Most Canggu residents I spoke to told me that water availability is not a 
problem. However, it has become obvious that huge volumes of water are needed to 
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quench the thirst of Canggu’s tourism economy. Tourism businesses in Canggu, such as 
hotel operators, owners, staff and tourists themselves, consume large quantities of 
groundwater, creating high demand to match the expected increase in tourist arrivals. As 
outlined above, tourism businesses use 65 per cent of the island’s consumed freshwater. 
Maintaining a property’s gardens and flowers, providing laundry services, a swimming 
pool, and cleaning services are key factors that contribute to a large per-capita water 
consumption for tourism. With Western-style bathrooms and machine laundry services, 
tourists require almost three times more water than Indonesian residents. While tourists 
consume 150-200 litres of water per person per day, local residents only require about 30-
50 litres (IDEP 2016:9). The exact figures on water consumption vary regionally and 
between stakeholders across Bali as other reports suggest in South Bali, average daily 
water consumption is 200 l/day, while in rural areas it is around 60 l/day (Sukawati 2018). 
Becken (2014:17) estimates the disparity between municipal water users to daily tourist 
water use across Indonesia to be fivefold: tourists use five-times more water than local 
residents, a trend she identifies in most tourism destinations in Asia. One of the most 
severe environmental consequences of overconsumption is the potential collapse of 
aquifer walls, which would lead to saltwater intrusion (IDEP 2016; also Gössling 
2001:180). 
Nyoman told me that villas and hotels “suck out” more water than their neighbours, 
leaving them “dry” (BI: kering, see introduction to this chapter). The issue of potential 
overconsumption and unequal consumption are problems that occur as a result of 
extracting water with electric wells and an apparent ability to evade enforcement of legal 
regulation that limits water extraction (Cole 2012). Existing power relationships allow 
those financially able to build wells deeper than the official limits. Nyoman described to me 
the results of the two wells that the neighbouring hotel and beach club sunk to 80 and 100 
meters and that water is “grabbed by the hotel” (BI: disedot sama dia). In this case 
“disedot” could be interpreted as “sucked up” or ”grabbed”. By choosing such a term, 
Nyoman expresses an unfair competition between Canggu’s residents (BI: kita) and the 
hotel (BI: dia). By referring to the hotel as “dia”, the hotel is attributed the human quality of 
greed and creates an ‘us’ versus ‘them’ distinction based on unfairness, greed and 
exploitation of ‘resources’. ‘Sedot’ usually refers to “sucking”, such as a parasite would 
attach itself to a host and drain it. In the context of his opposition to external developers 
and “investors” (see below), Nyoman attributes exploitative characteristics to the 
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neighbouring hotel, similar to a parasite, that latches onto a body without permission, 
sucking it dry. Despite this negative attribution to the hotel, Nyoman was sure that water 
was now “bagus” (BI: good) - although I was unsure in reference to what factor the water 
was “good”. 
After publishing a report on Bali’s hydrologic conditions in collaboration with the local 
university Politeknik Negeri Bali (PNB) (known as ‘Bali State Polytechnic [BSP]’ in 
English), Bali-based NGO IDEP launched the Bali Water Protection Program (BWP) in 
2015 (IDEP 2016). The objective of this initiative is to “protect, impulse and secure 
freshwater resilience” (ibid), which the organisation intends to address by constructing 
recharge wells. These wells would insert freshwater into the aquifers through a filtering 
system that channels rainwater through porous surface areas into the groundwater 
reservoirs. The organisation has launched education and awareness campaigns through 
schools and popular media. The report further raises significant questions about water 
quality in light of plastic, chemical and bacterial pollution, and also the overuse of 
freshwater resources, which the report suggests are in a critical condition due to high 
rates of consumption and inadequate measures to replenish groundwater supplies. 
While Nyoman assured me that groundwater here was “good” and that there were no 
issues with freshwater, this does not reflect the findings of IDEP’s island-wide report that 
outlines the increasing threat of freshwater scarcity and pollution across Bali. Drinking 
water is often purchased in large ‘gallons’ from refill stations, 24 litre plastic containers 
that are reused and refilled and are run by private businesses. These are usually small 
neighbourhood vendors, similar to a cornerstore. The gallons are distributed through 
delivery, or collected by the consumers. Most of my interlocutors use such facilities for 
domestic use in their own households or to provide drinking water for customers in their 
guesthouses. During ceremonies and other social events such as banjar meetings, 
gamelan rehearsals or dance performances, drinking water is supplied to attendees in 
small, cup-sized portions of drinking water (about 200 ml per serving). Aqua is one of the 
most commonly purchased manufactures and is a company owned by Danone. The need 
to purchase drinking water arises out of water quality issues (while the plastic waste this 
creates is also considerable, see Chapter 6). Since 2011, the Ayung and Pakerisan rivers, 
which run from the central mountain ranges to the south of the island, have been 
downgraded by the Bali Regional Government to Class 3 pollution, deeming them unfit for 
human consumption and recreational purposes yet still suitable for agricultural use. The 
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causes of this pollution include “erosion, agriculture, tourism, trash disposal and 
pesticides” (IDEP 2016:6). The risk of overconsumption due to groundwater extraction is 
only one consequence of the shift towards the tourism economy, while I identify foreign 
ownership as another factor. 
Foreign ownership and the “Tolak Reklamasi” protests 
Aside from overconsumption, another consequence of the tourism economy is the 
control over businesses and resources by non-Balinese stakeholders, who own an 
estimated 85 per cent of Bali’s tourism businesses (MacRae 2010:20). Nyoman used to 
provide a public freshwater shower available to all beach goers. He asked for donations 
from the public via an unmonitored ‘honesty box’, which enabled him to continue to 
provide this service for some time. Later, a large beach club was built at the site of the 
shower. The beach club included a large pool with shower facilities, with access available 
only for customers. By this beach freshwater therefore used to be publicly available, 
provided by the well owned by the Kelihan Adat, who lived about 100 meters away. Now, 
freshwater is only accessible to paying customers of the beach club. Control over 
freshwater was within an existing system of management through the village 
administration but now is limited to customers who pay for drinks, food and rent umbrellas, 
bean bags and sun beds. This changes access to water from being publicly accessible 
through a Balinese person and member of the banjar, to a private beach club owned by 
an Australian developer. 
What consequences does this have for the ways water is accessed and consumed? 
During a few visits to an environmental NGO in the Bukit peninsular in South Bali, I had 
several conversations with the volunteers and employees who operate the organisation, 
which was established by an Australian surfer. The volunteers I met were a German man 
and an Australian woman both in their early 20s, while the manager was unavailable at 
the time. The NGO has established composting facilities in the area and is collecting oil 
from the fryers of nearby restaurants to process it in an attempt to stop local warung 
operators disposing of the grease into the rivers that run directly into the sea. They also 
organise regular beach clean-up events with the local Balinese surfing community, where 
attendees collect plastic and other litter they find by the beach. The Australian woman told 
me that on one occasion the Balinese surfers who partner in the beach clean-up did not 
attend, so she turned off the water supply for the shower that the NGO operates by the 
beach entrance. This shower is frequently used by visiting and local surfers alike. In this 
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case turning off the access functioned as a pressuring tool to push the local Balinese 
community into attending and participating at events organised by the NGO. In this area, 
freshwater is delivered by privately owned trucks, for which the NGO pays with donations 
from their supporters. The fiscal ability to purchase freshwater enables NGO workers to 
execute power by controlling access to freshwater. 
Many households in Canggu have wells, but ownership over water infrastructure can 
be used to control equity in the public domain. Nyoman remarked that many villas have 
very deep wells, enabling them to access low-lying water tables. The competition to 
access these water tables has continued since Nyoman first built his own electric well in 
1998. Residents who cannot afford to establish deeper wells on their properties must 
compete for access to groundwater, which disenfranchises lower socio-economic 
residents from equitable access to clean groundwater. Both in Canggu and the Bukit 
peninsular, residents and businesses gain access to freshwater through their ability to 
purchase the services and infrastructure necessary to access clean water. As a result, 
water has been taken out from the public domain, into non-Balinese management. 
Foreign business owners can now largely control freshwater access and consumption. In 
both cases, water is commodified; water is a direct commodity in the Bukit that is 
generally traded, while in Canggu it is indirectly made available to paying private 
customers of a beach club. 
When I asked another Kelihan Adat if he could name one example of a part of Bali that 
is already deteriorating (BI: sudah rusak), he named a proposed land reclamation project 
in the Benoa harbour southeast of Denpasar called Teluk Benoa. The harbour area is 
currently a fishing village and has mangroves that provide nutrients for marine life in the 
area and protect the coast from potential tsunamis. It had a toll bridge built across the 
harbour in 2013, connecting Nusa Dua directly to Denpasar. To continue developing the 
area, investors are proposing $3 billion, large-scale hotel and recreational complex in the 
Benoa Bay (Topsfield and Rosa 2016). The plans have received much opposition, 
including a large and well-known protest movement, known as “Tolak Reklamasi”, that 
attracts thousands of protesters for regular protest marches in front of the Governor’s 
office. The developer is Tomy Winata, a well-known businessman from Jakarta. So far, 
the project has received support from the Governor of Bali (Wardana 2017). The potential 
negative impacts on the harbour’s ecosystem would include damaging the mangroves, 
which provide nutrients for marine life as well as protection against erosion of the coast 
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line. The project also threatens the livelihoods of the fishermen who would be displaced 
and threatens over 70 sacred sites in the area. The Kelihan Adat also agreed with the 
opposition to the development project and told me how he thought it damaged the 
ecological balance of the area. The impact (BI: dampak) would be bad (BI: jelek), he said. 
It could cause flooding and tsunamis which may submerge the area with seawater. As 
cause of these detrimental effects the Kelihan Adat identified the carelessness of society 
(BI: kecerobahan manusia), who cannot care for the environment (BI: merawat 
lingkungan), sustain (BI: melestarikan) the environment and make it beautiful (BI: 
mengindahkan linkgungan).36 
The Tolak Reklamasi movement is one of many protest groups that has received much 
media attention. There is similar opposition to projects across Bali, including near Canggu 
and Tanah Lot. One large hotel construction site in Canggu saw opposition because the 
hotel developers allegedly violated building regulations, when they expanded their walls 
and crossed over their permissible border and built into banjar territory. This caused 
hundreds of residents to protest, with media and dozens of police officers in attendance. 
One project near Tanah Lot, a popular and famous sacred Hindu temple, experienced 
public opposition and media attention as farmers refused to sell their land for a golf 
course. The project is co-owned by Donald Trump in partnership with Indonesian 
counterpart Hary Tanoesoedibjo (“Hary Tanoe”) (McGregor, Davis and Cronau 2017). 
While allegedly the rice farmers did not sell their land because the prices were not high 
enough, there are also concerns over religious norms, such as building higher than the 
temple walls, which would offend the sacred site. 
Foreign ownership and land conversion are consequences of the increasing tourism 
economy in Bali. The shift in predominant water use away from agriculture to tourism, the 
shift in actors that consume, access and regulate water, has resulted in an uneven 
distribution between tourists and Balinese people and is a contentious process (Cole 
2012:1229). This not only shapes the way Balinese people access water but also 
redefines the environment they live in. As beach clubs and hotels replace rice fields, 
Balinese people are concerned about the sustainability of the environment. In the words of 
Nyoman, Balinese residents are concerned about “protecting” and “servicing” the 
                                             
36 See original transcript in appendix 3. 
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environment. Tourism businesses are stakeholders who create new social and power 
relationships that did not exist in this way prior to the tourism economy. These processes 
reshape the relationships Balinese people have with their environment, which is 
increasingly not “original” (BI: asli) anymore, but is converted by development and is 
becoming “modern” and “Western”. 
Consequences of tourism and shifting relations with freshwater 
Tourism is changing the way Balinese people relate to and use their surroundings. 
Land conversion and marine tourism brings new economic ways of using the sea and 
land, which in turn shapes conceptual understandings of these. When I asked Nyoman 
about the current situation of ‘the environment’ (BI: situasi lingkungan), he told me that he 
sees tourism as “modernising” the environment and the sense of obligation attached to 
‘protecting and preserving the environment’: 
The natural environment is the original environment in Bali, that which 
has not been tampered with by investors. That is the natural environment 
[lingkungan alami]. Natural means the original environment, eternally 
beautiful, clean. […] Maybe when there are less trees and flowers… If they 
are just cut down, the environment is damaged. It is no longer natural, it is 
already modern, already a little bit Westernised. So, the environment must 
be continued to be planted with trees and flowers, otherwise it is damaged. 
Then there can be landslides, floods. We have to care for the environment. 
It must be treated, cared for, preserved, protected and such.37 
The forms of environmental management and practices that the Kelihan Adat 
discusses are important to “preserve” and “protect” the “environment”. These forms of 
preserving and managing environment relate to physical management, such as planting 
trees with flowers but may also refer to the ritual maintenance of temples and 
relationships with deities. 
Interesting here is also his emphasis on “Westernisation” and that the environment can 
“break”, which means that it is no longer “natural”, but “modern”. The Kelihan Adat’s 
statements show how he sees the “natural environment” as increasingly becoming 
“modern” and “Westernised”. This is a reference to a commodification of land and 
conversion of rice fields into villas, guesthouses, bars and other infrastructure. The 
Balinese human / environment binary thus includes being able to think of a “natural 
                                             
37 See original transcript in appendix 3 
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environment” that is becoming “modernised”, that also requires the establishment of 
temples to protect sacred and economic boundaries of space. 
Nyoman not only describes the physical transformation of his surroundings, but also 
describes a social shift that indicates how relationships with Canggu’s surroundings are 
being redefined as well. In the context of tourism, water is used as commercial entity to 
create profits for tourism businesses and is taxed by governments. This change is also a 
conceptual shift in the ways Bali Hindus conceive of their surroundings: the social 
interactions, conversations, narratives and uses of water, waterways and the marine 
environment have shifted as a result of marine tourism. When the ‘environment’ becomes 
‘modern’, Bali Hindu ways of thinking about environment also shift, which I discuss further 
in Chapter 8 on the consequences of niskala. 
Overconsumption that is enabled through extraction from wells and unenforced 
regulations is increasingly leading to risks of freshwater scarcity across Bali. Water tables 
are reportedly dropping throughout the island, as 60 per cent of Bali’s waterways are dry 
or drying up (IDEP 2016:6). This is reflected in the account of Nyoman and his description 
of the increasingly deep wells he and his neighbours must sink in order to get “good 
water”. Other Canggu residents told me that they need to access the wells of 
neighbouring villages during especially challenging stretches of the dry season. The shift 
in water access and consumption habits has impacted water management practices. The 
existing economic and power relationships have enabled unmonitored extraction. Foreign 
ownership and extraction from wells has led to freshwater inequity (Cole 2012). Tourism-
related factors drive freshwater inequity, most notably because of the high costs 
associated with the technology and infrastructure necessary to access deep water tables, 
as well as maintenance and electricity costs (see Cole 2012; Cole and Browne 2015). 
The case of Bali is not an isolated example of how tourism operators over-extract water 
(see also Stonich 1998). Stefan Gössling (2001) has researched water management and 
consumption habits in communities with a great presence of tourism. He investigated the 
socio-environmental consequences tourism has in Zanzibar, Tanzania and found that 
lacking regulation and overconsumption has led to increased risk of drought and 
freshwater scarcity. Overconsumption and weak regulation are factors he identified in his 
research as potential threats to the security of water resources, particularly on islands that 
have limited freshwater capacities. Based on his continued research on freshwater 
management in tourism, Gössling et al. (2012:1) advise “for already water scarce 
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destinations to engage in proactive water management” and identify the need to 
reconsider existing practices and notions of water management, to suit societies and their 
given environments. 
Swyngedouw (2009) has suggested that using political ecology to ‘think through’ water 
enables researchers to investigate the social and environmental consequences of 
economic processes. With the transition from agriculture to tourism, water access and 
control is shifting away from subak and government control towards tourism stakeholders. 
Water is no longer only managed through structured, ritualised processes lead by the 
subak. Today, non-Balinese village stakeholders are described as taking away freshwater 
resources from Balinese residents. Groundwater is not evidently managed by government 
agencies, because the existing regulations are largely unenforced. This enables tourism 
stakeholders to manage groundwater according to their needs and to establish wells that 
exceed government guidelines and extract high volumes of water. I suggest that this 
process presents also a shift in environmental relations. The “modernisation” and 
“Westernisation” of Bali’s environment also occurs in relation to the need to “protect” and 
“manage” the environment from “investors”. 
To understand the significance this transition has for Balinese society, village 
administration and relationships with environment, I remind the reader of the subak and 
the importance of rituals in their water irrigation practices which Stephen Lansing has 
termed “ritual technology”. These “rituals of work” are less evident in tourism-related water 
management practices by non-Balinese stakeholders. Instead of organised, shared labour 
that could be understood as a social process, tourism operators conduct their business on 
an individualistic practice of extracting groundwater through wells on the land on which 
their businesses operate. The Kelihan Adat by the beach indicated that the amount of 
water or depth of the wells of the neighbouring hotel is unregulated, and that he has to 
compete with the hotels and other neighbours to ensure that he himself has access to 
clean, safe and reliable groundwater. Only then is the water “good” (BI: bagus) for him. 
When I asked the Kelihan Adat about how he knows about the situation of the 
environment in Canggu, he suggested that he could ask other members of the banjar who 
knew about environmental issues. The “ritual technology” is therefore not completely 
abandoned, but rather, like the Pekaseh suggests, the tasks and functions of the subak 
are changing, which can result in conflict based on economic, religious and environmental 
grounds (Strauß 2011). 
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Rachel Lorenzen (2015:177) also argued that the control of water is shifting away from 
the subak and suggests that “in contemporary Balinese economy and society, the subak 
has lost its former significance and must compete for its resources with non-agricultural 
industries”. I found that while the subak remain significant social groups across Bali, the 
shifting economic processes lead to changes in freshwater access and consumption, as 
well as their roles and social relationships. As water is now used for purposes that did not 
exist prior to the tourism economy, such as to irrigate golf courses, pools and Western-
style bathrooms, the management of water also involves stakeholders outside of the 
subak, such as foreign owners of beach clubs and hotel, as well as government 
departments and policy makers. As the flow of water is changing in Canggu, the 
environment (BI: lingkungan) is becoming increasingly “modern” and “Western” thus the 
environmental relations are redefined, too. The physical change in environment also 
brings a conceptual shift of understanding the physical surroundings, from something that 
used to be “original” (BI: asli), to something that is “modern”. Similar to how subak are 
losing significance, banjar and desa leaders are losing influence over groundwater 
management in Canggu, as large-scale tourism stakeholders gain control over their own 
groundwater extraction. 
This inequitable consumption was enabled by the Water Law of 2004, which was 
issued by the Central Government and affirmed increased state control over water 
resources. Dick Roth (2014:4) has analysed the legal plurality and freshwater access in 
Bali and has argued that this law distinguishes between basic, private needs and 
“commercial uses that need a licence (e.g. commercial uses; private companies)”. While 
this law also recognises “customary uses” of water, such as through the subak and for 
ceremonies, it only does so if these uses do not conflict with “the developmental interests 
of the state” (ibid). This law was overruled in 2013, when a legal decision was passed to 
return to the Law number 11 on Irrigation initially passed in 1974 (Puspitasari and 
Nindyaningrum 2015). While this decision is predicted to give more power on decision 
making to regional governments, it is unclear exactly how the new water laws will be 
developed and implemented (pers. comm. Wardana 07/2018). New laws, economic 
development and water consumption habits have reshaped existing social and physical 
water management infrastructure. In agriculture, the subak provide a social organisation 
that has managed freshwater for an estimated 1000 years. The new legal, economic and 
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technological conditions have transformed the flow of water in Canggu and in turn 
redefined the relationships Canggu’s residents have with freshwater. 
As a result, I suggest that with the shift from agriculture to tourism in Canggu, the ways 
Balinese people conceptualise and relate to their surroundings is changing. Water is 
commodified by investors, thereby becoming ‘Westernised’ and ‘modernized’, while it also 
remains a deity that is worshipped in its various forms. This raises further questions about 
the ways that Balinese people view forms of ‘servicing, maintaining and protecting’ their 
environment, which I suggest relates to the existence of an intangible realm (see Chapters 
4 and 5). 
Conclusion 
In this chapter I investigated water management practices and relations of power, 
which is intended as a step towards exploring intangible engagements with the world in 
Bali. This chapter has explored how the transition from agriculture to tourism as main 
economy has meant that the “ritual technology” of the subak is not as influential in 
controlling water flow and consumption among non-Balinese stakeholders, as it is among 
Balinese people in rice cultivation. I examined the environmental, political and economic 
aspects of freshwater management in Canggu and identified the social and environmental 
consequences of tourism. To expand the qualitative insight into intangible relations with 
environment, I move now to consider the ethnographic insights I gained into intangible 
impurities and Balinese ways of managing these. In the next chapter, I consider the 
intangible relations with and correlations between water, impurity and environment. 
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Chapter 4: Sebel and the threat of disorder 
 
If clean according to sekala, we can see everything, it’s tidy. If it’s clean according to 
niskala, it’s us who feel clean inside. Sekala is clean, that can be seen with the eyes. If 
niskala, we feel that something is clean. But we don’t see it with our eyes, but we feel it. 
Bali Hindu beach vendor 
 
In this world, us Balinese people, we have two worlds. The tangible world and the 
unseen world. There are living beings there and we exist in this tangible world. The others 
live in the unseen world. 
Kelihan Adat 
 
Purity and avoidance of impurity are central themes in Bali Hindu religion (Hobart 1978; 
Hooykaas 1973; MacRae 2012:73). I experienced this first-hand while living with the 
family of a village priest, as I observed how the avoidance of impurities permeates daily 
lives in various circumstances. One day I watched how Made, my host-brother, came 
back from hospital, after being treated for dengue fever. Before he could enter the house, 
his mother prepared an offering on a mat in the middle of the front gate of the housing 
complex on which he had to step while she sprinkled Tirta on him. He placed one foot 
after another on the woven mat before entering the house. The mat was the place to 
transition from the ‘outside’ of the house, to the ‘inside’ where one steps across the 
distinction between the house and ‘the outside’. The mat in the middle of the gate looked 
like a foot mat, to wipe off dirty feet. But in this case, I was told, this small ceremony was 
intended to wipe off anything negative associated with his sickness. He explained to me 
later that this was a purification ritual and would protect (BI: menjaga) the house and its 
residents. The ceremony would prevent negative consequences to enter that may have 
been carried on from the hospital. In this chapter I explore the ‘invisible boundary’ that 
Made crossed and how notions of ‘purity’ and ‘impurity’ shape Bali Hindu engagements 
with the world. I find that purity and impurity are partially defined through their entangled 
relationships to one another. This chapter is intended to outline some core attributes of 
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sebel and conceptual underpinnings of environmental relations, while Chapter 5 continues 
the discussion and analysis towards the spatialisation of engagements with niskala. 
After several months in the same banjar, Made introduced me to Putu, the village priest 
(BB: Pemangku Pura Puseh) of this banjar. Putu and I shared many casual conversations 
during my stay and any queries I had about the Bali Hindu religion and related practices 
were met with enthusiasm. During one conversation, he told me about the nuances of the 
marine environment and how connected purity, water and environment are for him. Putu 
told me that he enjoys spending time at Perancak beach - a stretch of sand between 
Berawa and Batu Bolong - because it is “clean” (BI: bersih). I expressed my surprise 
because the beach otherwise has a reputation for large amounts of plastic waste 
scattered around its sand. But he explained that the Perancak area is particularly clean 
(BI: bersih) and sacred (BI: suci) because this is the site for melasti ceremonies and a 
place where Tirta can be collected for ceremonies. It is also where the sea temple Pura 
Perancak is located. When I asked the priest what makes Perancak particularly suitable 
for purification ceremonies, he replied that ceremonies have been conducted here for 
many years (BI: dari dulu). This beach has a river mouth, a place where freshwater and 
seawater mix (BB: loloan). This gives the place especially cleansing characteristics. Putu 
explained to me that according to Bali Hindu religious doctrine, the two types of water are 
ruled by two different Gods: Dewi Gangga, the goddess of freshwater and Dewa Baruna 
the God of the sea. Purification ceremonies called melasti (BB) have been conducted 
there for many years, which makes the purifying effects at Perancak stronger. Other than 
the river mouth and human activity associated with relevant ceremonies, the attributes 
that make Perancak suitable to these types of purification ceremonies, may not be visually 
perceptible. Instead, they are criteria related to niskala attributes. Gods can not be seen 
as such, but their presence is known and felt. The seawater in front of Pura Perancak may 
not be different to seawater a few hundred meters up on the beach according to 
temperature, taste, smell or look, yet only Perancak is a suitable location in this area to 
collect the water to make Tirta. However, a few hundred meters away from the river mouth 
was a site for ngaben (BB), a ceremony during which the ashes of deceased people are 
scattered (see below for an explanation and discussion of the ngaben ceremony). The 
priest described the location for cremation as “kotor” (BI: dirty). I later asked Putu why 
there are separate locations for different ceremonies – why ngaben at Berawa and why 
melasti at Perancak? He told me that, aside their different associations with sacred places 
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(BI: tempat suci) and death, ngaben is for humans and melasti is for gods. Ngaben is a 
ceremony for humans because it has to do with the life cycle of a human. Melasti is to 
cleanse objects and statutes used in other ceremonies, so this relates to gods (see also 
Fox 2015). Purification rituals such melasti (BB) are not only done in temples and during 
full and new moon, but are done whenever necessary, as required in particular 
circumstances. MacRae (2012:73) suggests that “the aim of much ritual, especially after 
polluting events (such as routine birth and death, or less routine bombings or volcanic 
eruptions) is purification of pollutions created by such events”. How these impurities are 
understood by Balinese people, how they differ to an English notion of pollution as well as 
the consequences of sebel, is the focus of this chapter. 
This chapter begins by discussing the religious significance of sebel and how it 
influences Bali Hindu engagements with the world. This discussion is continued in 
Chapters 7 and 8, where I discuss the importance of considering the Balinese order of the 
world and notions of sebel in order to ensure the future social acceptance and continued 
ecological sustainability of tourism development in Bali. The key questions this chapter 
addresses ask how Balinese people conceptualize sebel and the consequences this has 
for their relationships with environment. I argue that sebel is defined by actions and 
processes and is not necessarily caused by the material experience of an object or 
physical contact with something considered impure. It refers to physical and mental 
states, as well as given material characteristics, such as the flow of water from above to 
below. I further argue that rituals manifest relationships with the niskala and that purity 
and impurity are partially defined through their entangled relationships to one another. 
Ceremonies around purification from sebel exemplify how the sekala and niskala are co-
constituent and inter-related and that ceremonies have consequences in the tangible and 
intangible realm. To do so, I first review social science literature on pollution and impurity, 
and how these concepts shape human relationships with environment. 
Sacredness, impurity and pollution: engagements with environment 
In this chapter I draw on interviews and casual conversations I had with Balinese beach 
vendors (BI: pedagang), surf coaches, hotel staff and village leaders. The information on 
sebel is derived from participant observation of religious events and follow-up interviews 
with priests (BB: Pemangku) and religious leaders (BB: Bendesa Adat / Kelihan Adat). In 
order to meet interlocutors and conduct participant-observation, I attended and 
participated in several beach clean-up events, attended banjar events and ceremonies 
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and frequented food and drink stalls (BI: warung) that catered to tourists and local 
residents. In particular, I outline my observations of a series of post-mortem rituals, which 
I later discussed in interviews with priests and leaders (banjar and desa). 
I consider sebel and kesucian (BI: sacredness) as environmental relations because 
both determine conduct in and the spatialisation of environment, which in turn influences 
management practices. The presence of a sacred site in Batu Bolong led the local Bali 
Hindu community to construct a temple (see Chapter 5). Discussing plastic litter alongside 
intangible impurities is my methodological and analytical approach of identifying 
challenges to Bali’s tourism economy and socioenvironmental sustainability, both 
physically and intangibly. I explore the importance of kesucian and sebel to environmental 
relationships, notably with the physical and intangible environments, because these 
notions are “fundamentally spatialized” (Boon 1977:99). Sacred places require the 
practice of specific rituals and observations of rules of conduct before entering them. 
Made’s family conducted a ritual before he entered the house to ward off potentially 
negative effects and protect the house and its residents from the negativity associated 
with his sickness. Avoiding an intrusion of things that could threaten the sacredness of a 
place is of high importance to Bali Hindu. This is evident in the example of Made’s return 
home from the hospital, but also in the signs often placed in front of temples that ask 
women not to enter the sacred site during periods of menstruation (see below). Religious 
and ceremonial practices are engagements with the world that have the objective of 
ensuring the continuation of all life: plants, animals and humans and to prevent a state of 
chaos (BI: kacau), through the continued ritual maintenance of it. Sebel and suci shape 
environmental relationships because their existence leads to particular engagements that 
Bali Hindus practice with their surroundings, by practicing rituals, and establishing and 
maintaining boundaries. 
Sebel is a type of intangible impurity that presents a threat to the Bali Hindu order of 
the world. Sebel is a particular kind of religious impurity and rituals shape sebel as type of 
environmental engagement. Bali Hindu ceremonies can be understood as a type of 
engagement with environment, according to Balinese concepts of the world. I do not claim 
to present a conclusive study of the nuances of all Balinese notions of physical and 
metaphysical impurities. I instead focus on sebel because I see this as important to 
Balinese life, ritual practice, as well as in Balinese people’s relationships with Canggu’s 
marine environment. Interlocutors distinguished between tangible and intangible impurity 
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because, while both have consequences in the world, the ways these consequences are 
addressed are determined by the type of disturbance they cause: while plastic pollution 
requires the physical removal of waste, an intangible notion like sebel requires ritual 
action such as giving offerings and purification with Tirta. 
Pollution and impurity: a key distinction 
The distinction between material pollution and religious impurities is relevant in the 
context of environmental management and degradation, because these are spatialised 
notions and shape human engagements with the world. Pollution has been defined as “the 
introduction by humans, deliberately or inadvertently, of substances or energy (heat, 
radiation, noise) into the environment – resulting in a deleterious effect” (Barrow 
2006:289). Plastic is a type of pollution that leeches toxins and harms wildlife, particularly 
birds, turtles and other marine life. Plastic can be considered pollution for its material 
attributes of carrying and transmitting toxins (see Liboiron 2016). Plastic litter presents a 
significant problem to Balinese residents, the government and tourism stakeholders who 
face the need of addressing mismanaged waste, which is considered to negatively impact 
the tourism economy if it increases (see Chapter 6; MacRae and Rodic 2015). In this 
chapter I contribute to discussions of environmental management literature (Knight et al. 
1997:92), to suggest that considering sociocultural factors, such as Bali Hindu ways of 
engaging with environment through ceremonies, and enabling the continued protection of 
and access to sacred sites, should be a crucial concern for environmental management 
policies and practices. This chapter presents a start to this discussion, which I continue in 
Chapter 7, by discussing sebel as religious impurity that is incompatible with sacred 
objects, places and rituals.  
Kelly Alley (2002), conducted research with Hindu devotees in Varanasi, India, on the 
banks of the Gangga – the most sacred Hindu river. In light of Hindu concepts of 
sacredness and purity, she asked: “if the Ganga is considered a sacred river and is 
worshipped as “purifier, goddess and mother, why do they (Hindu citizens) allow her to 
become polluted by industrial, urban and household waste?” (Alley 2002:17). In the case 
of Bali, I rephrase the question to ask: if waterways (rivers and lakes) and the sea are 
considered sacred, used in purification rituals and inhabited by deities, how do Balinese 
people understand intangible impurity, tangible pollution and how are these spatialized? 
How do these concepts shape forms of environmental management? What do Balinese 
conceptions of impurity and pollution tell us about their relation to and conception of 
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environment? I approach these questions by qualitatively describing Balinese 
engagements with the world, while being aware of not imposing a dichotomous framework 
of ‘nature versus culture’ on Bali Hindu world views. Similar to Alley’s suggestion that the 
categorical distinctions that Hindus make between physical pollution and metaphysical 
impurity are not adequately expressed in Western social theory, I find that Balinese 
people express binaries of tangible and intangible environments and physical pollution 
such as plastic and an intangible impurity such as sebel. These are distinctions made by 
interlocutors, rather than distinctions I created. Balinese people attribute agency to deities 
as agents of purification, and understand deceased ancestors in a way that entangles the 
living with the deceased and the divine. My aim in this chapter is to identify the intangible 
relations and the dynamics that shape these relationships, by showing how rituals – 
purification, washing and others -  define these relationships. 
Like the terms nature and environment, impurity poses a conceptual challenge to social 
scientists, as we try to understand and articulate the differences between material 
pollution and intangible impurity. Pollution is a social concept that has occupied the 
research of anthropologists in several instances. A seminal work in the anthropology of 
purity and impurity is that of Mary Douglas (1966), in which she discusses and analyses 
concepts of purity in world religions. She considers purity and impurity as fundamental 
systems of organisation among societies, a functionalist approach inspired by the work of 
Émile Durkheim. Most famously, Douglas defines pollution as “matter out of place” 
(Douglas 1966:41), which she interprets as a social mechanism of protecting social 
identity and maintaining in-group and out-group distinctions. She notes that: 
I believe that some pollutions are used as analogies for expressing a 
general view of the social order. For example, there are beliefs that each 
sex is a danger to the other through contact with sexual fluids. According 
to other beliefs only one sex is endangered by contact with the other, 
usually males from females, but sometimes the reverse. Such patterns of 
sexual danger can be seen to express symmetry or hierarchy (Douglas 
1966:3). 
She continues to suggest that the “ideas of sexual danger” reflect “designs of hierarchy 
and symmetry which apply in the larger social system” (ibid:4). Her work was included in a 
list of “hundred books which have most influenced Western public discourse since the 
Second World War” (Times Literary Supplement 1995:39) and despite scholars building 
on her theories, her ideas are still used to describe the relationship between pollution, 
impurities and sacredness (see Alley 2002; Duschinsky 2013:64; Kent 2006). Alley 
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discusses the semantics and conceptual understandings of “pollution” and argues that the 
term has misguidedly been used interchangeably with “impurity”. Alley (2002:40) 
continues to argue that: “this scholarly practice has led to a blurring of the boundaries of a 
distinction that Hindus make between ritual impurity and material uncleanness”. As this 
dissertation shows, the distinction Alley makes is also significant for my data on Bali. 
Robbie Duschinsky (2013) has argued against Mary Douglas’s anomaly theory of pollution 
which considers pollution as those objects and practices that are in conflict with the norms 
of a society. He discusses the politics of “purity” as social concept, an idea he suggests is 
still important in “contemporary Western societies” (ibid:64). He suggests that the anomaly 
theory of purity has been over exposed but under theorized, meaning it has received 
much attention but little critical scrutiny (ibid:64). He criticises the anomaly theory “for 
making unmediated explanatory links between categorical systems and the social 
structure as a totality” (Duschinsky 2013:65). Rather than adopting a functionalist 
approach to pollution by arguing that the concept serves the purpose of maintaining social 
systems and norms, I consider the actions and processes that define sebel. 
Sebel has been translated from Balinese38 as “pollution” and “impurity” (Pedersen 
2002:305; Howe 2006:59). Such translations are potentially misleading, as they leave out 
specific contexts of sebel, such as those I outline throughout this chapter. Therefore, I use 
the original term where appropriate (see Alley 2002:36-49). Part of the objective of this 
chapter is to demonstrate that what English speakers may mean by ‘pollution’, ‘purity’, and 
‘impurity’ does not suffice in articulating the significance of Balinese and Indonesian 
terms. I use ‘pollution’ to refer to chemicals and other materials, such as plastic, that have 
harmful environmental consequences and are not discarded and managed in a way that 
would avoid environmental degradation (Barrow 2006:289). On the other hand, I use 
‘impurity’ to refer to a religious context of a state of not being able to conduct or participate 
in religious events and as incompatible with something that is sacred, like a sacred site or 
pura (BI: temple). 
Niskala is sometimes paraphrased into Bahasa Indonesia as dunia gaib, as my 
interlocutors commonly did, and translated into English as “intangible realm” (Wiener 
1995; also Wilson 2015). While the latter is an Indonesian term, niskala is considered 
                                             
38 There are three levels of Balinese language: the basic: Basa Biasa/Kasar, the medium: Basa Madia 
and the polite: Basa Alus. 
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Balinese, although interlocutors used these terms interchangeably. Following my 
assistant’s and interlocutor’s advice, I use niskala and dunia gaib interchangeably and 
acknowledge the equivocation when articulating these terms in English as “intangible 
realm”, as I do at times throughout this thesis. Wiener (1995:xii) faced a similar challenge 
of translating concepts during her research, suggesting that “translation (…) is treason” 
because “in writing about one culture in the language of another it is impossible to avoid 
distortion”. She continues to suggest, “that the most difficult of all things is to learn 
something new” (Wiener 1995:xii). Investigating niskala involved trying to translate niskala 
into terms I could understand and make sense of, through an English concept. In light of 
this inherent problem of translating concepts, I suggest that to translate sebel as pollution 
or impurity does not appropriately articulate its nuanced metaphysical attributes.39 When I 
talk of impurity, inevitably I describe a concept that is different to sebel. The conceptual 
disjuncture between the two terms should be evident by the end of this chapter. I use the 
terminology ‘intangible impurity’ as descriptive and analytic tool, to discuss data without 
intending to translate sebel, but rather to paraphrase it. Sebel is a specific term I use in 
the context of Bali. Rather than focusing on an appropriate translation and finding the 
correct meaning of the term, I am concerned with the relationships Bali Hindus have with 
sebel and what sebel as concept does in the world (Holbraad 2008; Holbraad and 
Pedersen 2017; McDonald and Wilson 2017), rather than what its meaning is. 
According to these distinctions between material pollution and intangible impurity, 
Made stepping on the mat is an example of keeping disorder outside of a home: stepping 
on the mat was not intended to cure him from a sickness and would not shake off any 
physical dirt off his feet. It was a ceremonial act intended to keep disorder out of the family 
home. There is a significant conceptual correlation Bali Hindus make between place and 
                                             
39 Sebel is a slippery notion that evades an easy definition: it is spatialised because it relates to the 
intangible attributes of a physical space, such as a beach that is sebel because it relates to death 
ceremonies. Sebel is metaphysical, because it relates to the intangible attributes of a person, such as 
their mental state (such as the feeling of mourning after the death of a family member). This mental state 
influences where a person may go: a person who is sebel should not enter a temple. Therefore, sebel is not 
only spatialised by giving a physical place an intangible character, but it also shapes human decisions about 
entering and dwelling in a particular space. Sebel is the intangible quality of something or someone tangible. 
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purity, and the protection, establishment and maintenance of boundaries between places. 
I continue this discussion in Chapter 5 and 8. How sebel shapes, and is shaped by 
relationships with the world is the central theme of the following section in which I draw on 
my ethnographic data. 
The state of being sebel 
My research assistants described sebel as a somewhat difficult term to translate and 
explain.40 They told me that it usually refers to the state of a person, when they can not 
conduct ceremonies or other religious activity, or enter sacred sites. But after I observed 
the use of this term in the context of something that is considered ‘improper’ according to 
the Bali Hindu religious doctrine, I took the opportunity during an interview with a Bendesa 
Adat to ask about sebel and the significance it has to him. During the interview, the 
middle-aged Bali Hindu man, who was also a teacher of religious studies, began to 
explain, that death is considered the primary and most severe cause of sebel because it is 
understood as opposite to life. One becomes sebel after the occurrence of death and 
sebel is a term for the grief one is subject to after somebody died (BI: Kesedihan inilah 
yang diistilahkan dengan sebel) (see also Connor 1995b:550; Fox 2015:44; Pedersen 
2002:305). He explained how the feeling of grief relates to sacred sites such as temples, 
because this mental state reduces a devotee’s ability to pray with a clear mind (see 
Pedersen 2002:306). If a person is grieving, the village leader asked me, how can one 
pray with good intentions and a focussed mind? Sebel also describes objects that are 
“indecent/improper” (BI: benda-benda yang tidak layak) such as human hair and bones, 
because these do not decompose, even after a dead person is buried. 
Menstruation is also considered sebel, one of the more explicit and common uses of 
the term (see Pedersen 2002:305 for a study of women’s experiences of menstruation in 
Bali). The Bendesa Adat explained (who in this case, like other Balinese village 
administrative positions, was a married, elected man) that women are usually fertile, but 
during the time of menstruation are not fertile and excrete such infertility in the form of 
“polluted/dirty” (BI: kotor) blood. Women are not meant to attend temples and sacred 
places during time of menstruation, because the blood could fall onto the sacred ground, 
he highlighted, to then conclude that women are sad because of this. 
                                             
40 Additional terms for sebel are leteh, cuntaka (BB), (Fox 2016:31). 
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Sebel also refers to a timeframe because ritual practice is forbidden during time periods 
of sebel. For example, a banjar is sebel for three days after the death of a banjar member; 
a family is sebel for 12 days if a family member passes and 42 days if that member was 
less than 3 months old. Women are similarly prohibited from entering temples and sacred 
sites for three days, or longer, during the time of menstruation. 
After I asked about the significance of the term, the Bendesa Adat further explained 
that sebel is the same as “dirty” (BI: sebel bisa disamakan dengan kotor), but I suggest 
that to translate sebel into English as “polluted” or “dirty” does not reflect the complicated 
nuances and religious connotations of the term adequately. While it may translate from 
Basa Bali to Bahasa Indonesia as “kotor” (BI: dirty), I suggest “sebel” does not also 
translate into English as ‘dirty’ because of the physical connotations of dirt as a substance 
like mud, soil or dust. Other researchers have referred to sebel as “ritual pollution” (Ottino 
2000:95), and “the state of being ritually impure” (Jennaway 2002:276) or simply “impurity” 
(Hüsken 2007:371). I articulate sebel as intangible impurity where necessary for ease of 
flow of discussion, to highlight that it is the opposite of ‘pure’ and ‘clean’, rather than it 
having material consequences of toxically polluting an environment. I reserve the term 
‘pollution’ to refer to environmental pollution, like chemical pollutants such as lead, but 
also material pollutants such as plastic (see Chapter 6), because of the metaphysical 
attributes of sebel, that go beyond material characteristics.  
Sebel is not necessarily caused by the material experience of an object or physical 
contact with something considered impure. It refers to mental states in the case of death, 
but also physical and mental states in the case of menstruation. In both cases, it is not 
necessarily the bodily exposure or sensorial perception of something that makes a place 
or person sebel, but it is enacted through prohibition of ritual practice, thus defining the 
state of being sebel. I distinguish between material and mental states because that is 
what the data suggests: such a distinction is how interlocutors expressed themselves. To 
Balinese, the world is separated into sekala and niskala, therefore things like water and 
impurity are also separate according to visible and invisible traits. Holy water is materially 
present but also has invisible traits. Purity relates to the physical cleanliness of a place, a 
material and a person, but also relates to the intangible state of a place or a person. I now 
turn to outline how these are evident in Canggu, by first examining the tangible and 
intangible realms in which these notions are entangled in. 
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Sekala and niskala: tangible and intangible realms 
To delve deeper into Balinese environmental relationships, I first revisit Balinese 
notions of sekala (BB) and niskala (BB). Three focused works in English are written on 
these realms by Fred B. Eiseman (1990), Eiseman and Eiseman (1989) and Margaret J. 
Wiener (1995; see also Connor 1995a). The easiest way to articulate the distinction 
between sekala and niskala, as one interlocutor explained it to me, is to think of them in 
terms of visibility: if one can see something, it is sekala, if you do not see but feel it, it is 
niskala (see introductory vignette). Wiener (1995:50) describes these realms as follows: 
Every Balinese knows that in addition to the sekala – the palpable, 
material, concrete reality perceptible to the senses – there is the niskala, 
numinous and invisible. But it can usually only be known by signs of its 
impingement upon the ordinary world. 
Visibility is not the only distinction between these two realms. However, as Wiener 
(1995:50) found, “sekala and niskala have nothing to do with visibility. But if the idiom of 
sight is not the only one Balinese use to explain these concepts, it seems to be the most 
common”. According to Wiener’s description, the niskala is only perceptible through 
“signs” which can be used by humans to “know” the niskala. As I share and engage with 
this concept more closely throughout my ethnographic description,41 I find that niskala is 
known through more than “signs”. Niskala is something that is felt, but also has tangible 
consequences. During a conversation with a Kelihan Adat, he explained the two realms to 
me and how intangible actors have an effect on the living: 
In this world, us Balinese people, we have two worlds. The tangible 
world and the unseen world. There are living beings there and we exist in 
this tangible world. The others live in the unseen world. They are the same 
as us, but the difference is in the nose, they don’t have a philtrum (concave 
between nose and upper lip). But their powers are stronger than that of 
society. And, according to stories, they can take humans, if they want, into 
the unseen world.42 
One significant aspect of the Kelihan Adat’s statement is that niskala beings can “take” 
humans into their “world”, because their “powers are stronger”. This is a premise for some 
ceremonial activity and, for example, the presence of the penjaga and other protective 
                                             
41 Chapters 4 and 5 discuss religious impurities, rituals and ceremonial offerings. This analysis will help 
the reader further understand niskala and the relationships Balinese people practice with the intangible 
realm. 
42 See appendix 3 for the original transcript. 
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shrines and ceremonies. To Bali Hindus, there is a constant threat of falling victim to 
intangible powers. Ceremonies such as a melukat and melasti are purification ceremonies 
intended to ensure that negative events do not occur. This involves keeping things sebel 
out of sacred sites (see Chapter 5) and ensuring that niskala actors are treated 
appropriately so they may not come back and haunt the living. 
This binary of worlds has consequences on the lived experiences of Bali Hindus. While 
humans and animals are actors in the sekala, the niskala is where intangible actors such 
as deities, ancestor spirits and other beings, influence events. The two realms are more 
than a passive binary, but actively shape events that humans experience. MacRae 
(1997:462) observed the actors and their ability to affect consequences in the world, 
noting that the “niskala, (is) a domain of powers and entities invisible to ordinary human 
perception but which exercise a controlling influence over worldly affairs”. I argue that 
these realms shape the ways Bali Hindus conceptualise and relate to their surroundings 
and that the balance between niskala and sekala orders the world and requires regular 
purification ceremonies. 
Purification and disorder 
Several months into fieldwork, I participated in a bathing ceremony (BB: melukat) with a 
group of Bali Hindus, in a sacred spring in the mountains near Ubud. Ketut, the beach 
vendor I met on my first day in Bali, invited me to join. On the auspicious day of Dewi 
Saraswati, a holy day celebrating the goddess of knowledge, we went to a small sacred 
spring in Gianyar, because it was near but not as busy as Tirta Empul, a water temple and 
popular tourist destination closer to Ubud. In preparation, Ketut told me not to bring black 
or red clothes, because, she explained, we should avoid bringing negative “energies”43 to 
the place, only positive “energy”. After arriving in the carpark, we walked downhill through 
a paved path with stairs, following trickles of water downwards. We prayed at three 
different places during the descent. The first site was made up of three water spouts 
where we washed our faces and feet. Then we walked down and prayed a second time at 
a temple shrine to “ask for permission” (BI: minta permisi) from the spirits that live there, 
and to make them aware of our presence. The third place of prayer was immediately in 
front of the spring. Another shrine was located next to the spring where Ketut placed an 
                                             
43 She often used the English word “energy” to describe this and other things she felt or things related to 
religion. 
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offering for Dewi Gangga - the God of Water – and into which we completely immersed 
our bodies. 
The following day I visited the house of the Kelihan Adat of the banjar I lived in, 
because he also attended the melukat ceremony, as he drove us to the site. I was curious 
as to what makes a particular location a good site for a melukat ceremony. The Kelihan 
Adat told me that the location needs flowing water, such as a waterfall, and should have 
several trees, specifically banyan trees which are important for sacred spaces because 
they can be inhabited by deities. Then he explained that these sites must be “serviced 
ceremonially” (BI: diupacarai) and one cannot melukat “carelessly, anywhere” (BI: 
sembarang, dimana-mana). In a place like this, he continued, live “roh-roh gaib”,44 beings 
“that cannot be seen by humans. That which is already sacred” (BI: Tidak bisa dilihat 
manusia. Yang sudah suci). These beings live in the sacred springs and are the 
protectors of the area (BI: penjaga-penjaga lingkungan). There are “natural forces” (BI: 
kekuatan alami) that exist in trees, waterfalls and other non-human entities, in which he is 
adamant he “believes” (BI: percaya). As we continue to talk about sacred places, he 
explains to me how sacred spaces should be respected, because to him God (BI: tuhan) 
and environment (BI: lingkungan) are almost the same (BI: hampir-hampir sama). 
Because of this, he told me it is important to have boundaries between sacred spaces and 
places for leisure and domestic use such as a house. He added that a sacred spring is a 
site especially to “purify” oneself (BI: itu kan tempat yang khusus untuk menyucikan diri). 
The melukat ceremony has a connection to sacredness, not only about physical 
cleansing. The melukat ceremony was not only about washing our bodies. The ceremony 
is comprised of various smaller prayers and ritual offerings, all of which allowed a devotee 
to purify themselves (BI: menyucikan diri), a process that brings them closer to a state of 
sacredness. 
The example of the interview with the Kelihan Adat and the melukat ceremony is useful 
to illustrate the relationships between water, sacredness, religion and environment. It 
showed me how even time (through the selection of auspicious days) and several different 
                                             
44 I term the entities that roam the niskala as beings and use the original words where possible (see de la 
Cadena 2015:99, Chapter 1). The English term ‘being’ stipulates a purposeful non-shape of these beings. 
“Roh” is sometimes also translated as “soul”, or “spirit”. 
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prayers (each with a different purpose) are part of the ceremony. Aside acting as elected 
banjar leader, the Kelihan Adat also engages in the tourism economy as driver. This 
melukat ceremony demonstrates how Bali Hindu devotees worship Dewi Gangga through 
the melukat ceremony, and physically experience the purifying (BI: menyucikan) attributes 
of spring water. I also noted the norms around what color clothes to wear and the need to 
flowing water and trees for a sacred site as norms and physical attributes that relate to the 
conduct and boundaries of sacred sites. These experiences and conversations raise 
further questions as to how Balinese people understand their surroundings and how they 
live and practice the relationships with the niskala, which Balinese people described to be 
as a “reality” (BI: kenyataannya) to them. 
Practicing purification rituals is intended to uphold the Bali Hindu ‘order of the world’. To 
further examine sebel, it helps to engage with ideas of ritual purification, and their 
relationships with “cleanliness”. A Bendesa Adat explained this to me during our 
conversation:45 
There are so many processes to purify oneself (BI: menyucikan diri), 
cleanse oneself (BI: membersihkan diri), to free ourselves from negative 
influences. There are the melukat, prayascita, byakaonan, and 
pewintenan.  What are the connections between these and other 
processes in this life? Actually, all of these have the goal of asking God to 
give us a life free from negative influences. So that our thoughts are not in 
disorder (BI: Pikiran biar tidak ada kacau lagi) and hope for good things. It 
makes us good in our actions, good in work, good in behaviour. But if we 
are already in disorder, we can not do good and everything will be in 
disorder. Us Hindus are somewhat different Mister, we have a kind of belief 
(BI: sejenis keyakinan). The disorder is subject to the influence of the 
universe. In this universe maybe there are powers that can disturb us. 
That’s why so many people do melukat. After melukat people feel healthy 
and are no longer sick. Then people will be given prayascita. Yes, at the 
temple there is ketis, people get sprinkled with holy water. After that people 
will feel peaceful. Our mind is no longer messed up. 
The Bendesa Adat explained the potential threat of what happens if devotees do not 
conduct purification rituals. One should “purify oneself” and “cleanse oneself”, otherwise 
one’s thoughts could come into “disorder”. After the purification ceremony, people are 
healthy, peaceful and their thoughts are no longer “messed up”. Also evident is the close 
relationship between cleanliness, sacredness and health. Health, in this case, is a direct 
                                             
45 See full original transcript in appendix 3. 
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consequence of cleanliness which he explained to me was a step towards sacredness 
(see Hooykaas 1973:10 for an etymological discussion of suci [BI: holy] and cuci [BI: 
wash/clean]; for a detailed account of healing practices of a balian kebal and their effects 
on strength and well-being see Connor 1995a and Fox 2016:31 for a discussion on 
“menyucikan” as “purifying”). What interested me the most out of the Bendesa Adat’s 
statement was that if purification rituals were not done, a person’s thoughts and 
“everything” will fall into “disorder” (BI: kacau). 
After consulting my research assistants and Jane Ahlstrand, I translate kacau as 
“disorder” because in this case it relates to religion and ceremonies, whereas in the 
context of a person or society it may also be translated as “messed up”. After the interview 
with the Bendesa Adat, my assistant clarified that when doing purification ceremonies Bali 
Hindus want to balance the physical and spiritual state of “body” and “soul”, as he 
described to me in English. If this is not done, there will be no “balance”. I initially 
struggled to understand kacau, because I thought it might refer to “chaos” in a particular 
area or humanity as a whole. On further scrutiny and the context of these conversations, 
kacau may refer to the relationship between the physical and metaphysical realms. It does 
not refer to chaos either in the tangible or the intangible realm, but a disorder in the 
balance of the tangible and intangible realms. 
Rituals ensure that the balance between physical and intangible beings is upheld. They 
are what keeps the balance between life and death, humans and deities. Asking where 
and how the chaos takes place would be misleading. The ‘order’ of the world refers to the 
balance between these worlds and we can discern order as the opposite of kacau. To 
maintain this order involves maintaining the balance that ensures health, safety and 
wellbeing. For Balinese people, purification rituals are what keep these relationships, 
actors and powers in balance. While I articulate kacau as “disorderly” and “chaotic”, like 
sebel, the concept includes a significance particular to the context of Bali Hindu religion 
and language. Considering Holbraad’s approach of asking what concepts do (see 
discussion in Chapter 2), I suggest that kacau leads Bali Hindus to conduct purification 
ceremonies and adapt their behaviour to upholding an order so as not to allow a state of 
kacau into one’s life. Not conducting sufficient purification ceremonies can lead to disorder 
and a state of chaos. Living in such a world, there are powers (BI: kekuatan) that can 
make thoughts chaotic and disordered. This makes it necessary to conduct regular 
purification ceremonies. 
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Melukat and other ceremonies are purification rituals that do not ‘cleanse’ from sebel 
specifically, but from other “negative influences” more generally. To establish order after 
death requires a series of ceremonies, including cremation and other post-mortem rituals. 
A post mortem ritual 
Social science scholars on Bali have examined life cycle ceremonies, because “the 
ceremonies for the dead (referred to generically as pitra yadnya) exceed all others in the 
importance attributed to them, and the resources lavished upon them” (Connor 1990:347; 
see Bateson and Mead 1942; Covarrubius 1937; Mershon 1971; Wirz 1928). Attending 
and observing a post-mortem ritual opened my eyes and mind to the complex nuances 
Balinese people hold towards sebel, but also to how they view life, the body and their 
surroundings (see Connor 1990 for a detailed account of post mortem ceremonies, spirits 
of the dead and symbolic healing; also Connor 1996). Without wanting to follow a line of 
non-Balinese commentators that essentialise an “exotic” Balinese identity through 
romanticising cremation rituals (Hobart 2000:203-204), I was particularly intrigued by the 
role of the sea during post mortem ceremonies. For weeks after I observed a post-mortem 
ceremony, I asked attendees, devotees and religious leaders about the significance of the 
sea during the process. The data I discuss here are from one event I observed and 
attended, and does not seek to represent all post-mortem rituals around the island, as 
there are nuanced differentiations between regions, caste and other socioeconomic 
contexts (see Chappell 2011:8ff for a discussion of ritual processes preceding the ngaben 
ceremony and the context of commodification of rituals for tourism). After attending the 
ceremony, I spoke to Putu, who drew on his knowledge and experience as village priest to 
outline and clarify details of the event. The example demonstrates the role of ritual 
practice in relation to sebel and the role of water in purifying from this state of ritual 
impurity and to ensure an order of the world. 
Early into my fieldwork period I was invited by a beach vendor to come to a cremation 
ceremony (BB: ngaben) in Desa Tibubenang, which took place adjacent to Berawa beach, 
the stretch of sand where he operated a food and beverage stall which I frequently visited. 
He told me that he would play gamelan46 at the event and I could come along. Not 
                                             
46 A form of drumming orchestra which often accompanies ceremonies and can be found across Bali and 
Java, where it is strongly associated with cultural heritage, identity and performance arts. See McPhee 
(1960) for a passionate and detailed account of the gamelan tradition. 
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knowing what to expect, I went to witness the cremation of a man’s body. About one 
hundred people had gathered at a site near the graveyard (BI: kuburan) of the banjar, 
close to the Pura Dalem (BB: Temple for the Dead), dressed in dark-brown ceremonial 
clothing with a wide array of offerings such as folded leaves shaped to resemble the 
human body. A few minutes after I arrived, the body of the deceased person was set 
alight in a wooden box on top of a steel casket-shaped cage, fuelled by soaring gas fires. 
The body and the wooden box it was kept in was reduced to ash within 30 minutes. 
Family members then took great care to scrape the remains up with broken coconut 
husks, avoiding directly touching the ashes with their hands. As young coconuts are a 
symbol for purity and fertility, using the husk of a coconut instead of one’s fingers or 
another object can be seen as avoiding to take on impurities from the deceased person’s 
remains, but also as avoiding impurities from the living person to enter the ashes of the 
now cremated, non-material person. 
Putu later described to me the cremation rituals and the 17 steps undertaken after the 
death of a person. The process starts before cremation and ends with the spirit becoming 
a deity that can be worshipped in the ancestor shrine in a housing complex. I will only 
focus on three of these here, with ngaben (BB: cremation ceremony) as the first, which I 
just outlined. The objective of cremating the body of a deceased person is to ensure that 
the five elements which make up the human body during our lifetime, which every human 
is gifted with by birth, are freed and can be returned to their origin. Secondly, the burning 
of the body enables the separation of the physical body into the non-physical person. This 
could be understood as separating (BI: pisah) the spirit (BI: roh, also BB: atman and/or 
pitara) from the body (BI: tubuh). 
After the ngaben was complete, the attendees walked several kilometres to the nearest 
beach, which is also a popular marine tourism destination. By the beach, attendees sit 
together in a group, facing the sea, behind the priests and the deceased person’s family. 
After everyone participates in a prayer led by the priests, the ashes are scattered out of 
the young coconut where they are transported in, into the sea. The ashes are tossed 
alongside offerings of live animals (a duck and chicken), woven baskets, fruits, money, 
umbrellas and other objects to accompany the journey of the pitara (sometimes translated 
as “soul” or “spirit”). Attendees ensured that the offerings and ashes are sufficiently 
submerged into the surf. Then, quickly, the devotees leave the beach, leaving behind the 
material remains of the offerings and leaving the pitara of the person to float in the sea 
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until the person (now only non-material) is called back after 12 days. This ceremonial 
scattering of the deceased person’s ashes is called nyanyut.47 
When I asked several interlocutors what happens during these 12 days after nyanyut, I 
was told the deceased person does nyayah (also spelled: ngayah). Nyayah refers to doing 
work without payment48 for a temple or a higher caste for ceremonial purposes. In the 
context of nyanyut, Bali Hindus say that the spirit of the deceased person (BB: pitara) 
does ngayah for the God of the Ocean, Bhatara Segara, also termed Dewa Baruna. For 
living Bali Hindus, ngayah in the temple involves cleaning, preparing offerings, helping 
conduct ceremonies or preparing food. One Bali Hindu woman said it is impossible to 
know what exactly happens during this time period, until one experiences it oneself. The 
objective of the nyanyut ceremony can be understood to release the pitara of the person 
to the gods, where the person can redeem themselves by doing ritual labour and washing 
in the waters of the god of the sea, to purify themselves (Connor 1990:352). After 12 days 
(although this timeframe may vary) the memukur ceremony is conducted (BB, also called 
nyekah). The memukur ceremony is done by the beach and was described to me as 
asking the ancestor to “return home” (BI: pulang), so that they can be worshipped in the 
ancestor shrine adjacent to the family home. Putu explained to me that once the spirit has 
finished their ngayah49 they must be asked to return to the family. To attract the spirit - 
who may be happy in the sea, one informant speculated - sweets, snacks, candy and 
other delicacies may be presented to them as form of offering, to attract and entice the 
pitara into returning home. The pitara therefore has the agency to make decisions and the 
family of the deceased person must entice them to return through ritual offerings. After 12 
days, the deceased person’s relatives conduct the memukur ceremony, that is intended to 
invite the spirit to return home. During this ceremony, the spirit enters a sacred figure 
nearly 0.5 meters in height - a daksino – and takes a material shape again. This daksino 
is then carried to the family compound, from where the spirit is transferred into the family 
shrine, which has three compartments, shared by deities and family members. Once 
                                             
47 See appendix 5, images 1 – 4. 
48 Similar to Gotong Royong, a form of community work common across all of Indonesia. While Gotong 
Royong has undertones of nationalism and political ideology, ngayah is a Bali Hindu term that relates to 
religious events and practices. 
49 Other participants told me that during these 12 days the spirit ‘returns home’ (BI: pulang) and ‘washes’ 
(BI: mandi), but what all agreed on was that they could not know for sure what happens during this time, as 
they have not experienced it themselves, as they haven’t died yet. 
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transferred, the daksino is burnt and the ancestor continues to live in the family shrine. At 
this stage, the pitara has become Sang Pitara in a permanent spirit form, which can be 
worshipped by the family. The ancestor is given the title of “Sang”, denominating its 
sacred and purified characteristic: Pitara is now Sang Pitara (see also Connor 1990:347) 
and continues to exist in the niskala. 
Post-mortem ceremonies are intended to achieve several things: the person is 
separated (BI: pisah) from its material body to become a non-material person, so the 
elements of which the body is made can be returned to their source. The spirit is then 
taken to the sea, where they can “wash” themselves (BI: mandi) and purify themselves 
(BI: menyucikan diri) of non-sacred ‘things’ accumulated during their lifetime. Once 
returned, the spirit enters into a sacred family shrine, where it becomes a deity ancestor 
that can be worshipped. The sea (or rivers, for communities in the mountains, as rivers 
also connect to the sea) plays a significant role in the procession of rituals for Bali Hindu 
communities in Canggu, as it is a place for purification (BI: menyucikan), and the site to 
discard and purify things that are sebel, such as the ashes of a deceased person.  
Ceremonies help establish order after something sebel has occurred. Post-mortem 
ceremonies in Canggu involve the sea as body of water as manifestation of Dewa Baruna, 
whose powers are, among others, to purify a person of the negativities accumulated 
during one’s lifetime. The ashes, which are sebel, are tossed into the sea, where they are 
purified (BI: menyucikan) by the powers of Dewa Baruna. If something (in this case the 
intangible spirit (BI: roh) of a deceased person) sebel floats into the sea, this (the “roh”) 
can become “suci” (BI: ‘sacred/pure’). 
Sebel: a threat to the order of the world 
Sebel is a form of spatialised, intangible impurity that stands in conflicting relationship 
with sacredness. The consequences this has for environmental relationships was 
explained to me by a beach vendor in Batu Bolong. The middle-aged Bali Hindu woman 
told me that 
if clean according to sekala, we can see everything, it’s tidy. If it’s clean 
according to niskala, it’s us who feel clean inside. Sekala is clean, that can 
be seen with the eyes. If niskala, we feel that something is clean. But we 
don’t see it with our eyes, but we feel it.50 
                                             
50 See appendix 3 for the original transcript. 
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She describes the types of pollutions and impurities that exist in the marine 
environment and how they are relevant to her daily life as beach vendor in a popular 
tourist destination. Both types of impurity and pollution are important to her and both are 
addressed in different ways. The vendor tidies the space with a rake for about 10m2 
around her stall to rid the area of plastic. To cleanse the area from niskala impurities, she 
conducts ceremonies and gives daily offerings. Both intangible impurities and tangible 
pollutions can be simultaneously present and relevant to her work as tourism vendor. Both 
require different forms of engagement. 
When I spoke with Putu about the post-mortem ceremony, he explained to me that 
what is air (pointing to his mouth/face), returns to air. What is water returns to water 
(pointing to beach). What is fire returns to fire. “We are sekala and the spirit returns 
to/becomes niskala”, was the response he gave to conclude his explanation of the post-
mortem ceremonies. This explanation is interesting because it shows how ceremonies, 
deities and environment are closely linked according to the Bali Hindu order of the world. 
The explanation of the priest highlighted to me that those humans who are alive are made 
up of elements from the sekala and niskala: the physical body and the intangible pitara, 
the ‘soul’ that gives humans their life energy. Balinese people live within the entangled 
relations between these two realms, both as actors and subjects of intangible actors. The 
physical body is sekala, while our pitara is niskala. The relationship between these two 
realms, as they exist within a living Balinese person, is what makes the Balinese human, 
according to this Bali Hindu priest. While humans are part of these relationships, Bali’s 
material surroundings are also part of the entanglement of these relationships. 
The ceremonies Bali Hindus conduct regularly and the offerings they present are 
intended to nourish and appease the beings of the intangible realm. Connor (1990:349) 
describes the relationship between Balinese and intangible beings as one of 
interdependence and agency: 
the relationship between the living and the dead is one of mutual 
dependence. The living depend for their welfare on the dead, who have 
the power to curse, while the deceased rely on their surviving kin for 
successful apotheosis through the cremation and subsequent purification 
ceremonies.  
According to Connor, rituals manifest the relationships between humans and deities, 
between the sacred and sebel, and tangible and intangible actors. This mutual 
dependency and agency extends from humans to ancestors, to how Balinese people 
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conceive of, relate to and manage their surroundings. As there are other beings and 
deities who live in the world – such as in the water, rice, trees and mountains – the rituals 
Balinese people conduct establish relationships between humans to the niskala beings 
that inhabit the world. 
Instead of imposing social hierarchies, norms or other constructed categories onto 
Balinese society, I ask how the Balinese order of the world shapes engagements with 
their surroundings? I examined sebel and how Balinese people relate to it, how sebel 
shapes environmental relationships and the consequences it has on Balinese people. But 
also, how may non-Balinese people such as myself make sense of sebel? Sebel can be 
described through the various relationships Bali Hindus enact with it. I understand this in 
terms of multiple relations, so as to avoid conceptual stigmatization and the intention to 
oppose artificially imposed ‘categorical systems’. Sebel is more than ‘matter out of place’. 
It relates to the given spatiality like the environmental hierarchy and the flow of water from 
above (higher ground) to below (lower ground). It relates to life and death and becomes 
tangible through ceremonies that are necessary to purify from intangible impurities. This is 
done through purification (BI: menyucikan) ceremonies (BB: melasti, melukat), abstaining 
from prayer during a state of being sebel, or other, more complicated forms of addressing 
the impurities through numerous post-mortem rituals (note that Putu explained that the 
site for post-mortem ceremonies remains sebel because of its more permanent 
association to death). Sebel is a person, an object, a place and a timeframe that is not 
suitable to prayer and activities relating to deities. This goes beyond a concept of impurity 
as ‘matter out of place’. In the case of sebel, it should be considered as a state of being, 
as determined by social and chronological circumstances that are enacted through rituals. 
Rather than the functionalist view proposed by Douglas, in which she understands 
pollution as representing socially constructed categories of norms and identity, pollution 
and impurity are shaped through relationships, lived experiences and ritual practice (see 
also Duschinsky 2013; Drew 2016). Intangible impurity becomes evident through 
purification rituals. The ritual actions and practices define and establish the relationships 
with the tangible and intangible environments. Sebel, the use of Tirta in purification rituals 
and the role of the sea in post mortem rituals, helps to describe and analyse how the 
relations Bali Hindus have with the intangible realm define the characteristics and 
attributes of this realm and the beings that roam it. 
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Balinese people thus live within binaries, such as pure/impure, sacred/profane which are 
not opposing, but complementary and mutually dependent. For example, Lene Pedersen 
studied social conceptions of menstruation and ideas of “purity” and “sacrifice” in Bali and 
found menstrual blood is sebel, not because of its physical characteristics per se, but 
because evil spirits called bhutu kala are attracted to blood. Pedersen suggests blood is 
impure because it invites evil and brings impurities, although blood is also associated to life, 
which is sacred. She (2002:313) argues that: 
There is a Balinese principle, rwa bhineda, which means "two in one." 
The dichotomies in Bali - pollution and purity, death and life, evil and good, 
demons and gods, the bhuta kala in the world and the bhuta kala within 
us, and so forth - are never viewed as diametrically opposed, as either 
existing or not. Both are always there, in the one. Not even the bhuta kala 
are intrinsically evil, nor is anything ever absolutely good. You cannot 
eliminate negative forces, but only strive to lessen them. The emphasis on 
anomaly in pollution studies may be a Western bias that loses much of its 
significance in a Balinese framework. 
In this quote, we also see an emphasis on the demons “within us”, as Pedersen 
outlines previously that “Bhuta kala and pollution are also associated with inner states” 
(Pedersen 2002:306). She further substantiates the opposition to the anomaly theory of 
pollution, suggesting that to Bali Hindus, pollution is not a ‘matter out of place’ as 
dichotomously opposed to that which is pure, but rather she suggests the need to think 
towards binaries, where purity and impurity are always present, co-dependant and co-
constituent. Purity and impurity are partially defined through their entangled relationships 
to one another. 
Based on the material I presented here, I suggest that Balinese people associate these 
intangible beings with feelings or thoughts. Sebel does not only have physical and/or 
intangible sources that are external to humans, but can also originate from within a 
person, through negative, bad or manipulative thoughts and feelings of a person. 
Pedersen (2002:6) suggests that one Bali Hindu woman continued to enter a temple while 
she was still menstruating but would counteract being sebel by “concentrating her 
thoughts on God”, hence it is her concentration and focus on sacredness which allowed 
the woman to enter a sacred site during the time of ritual impurity. This internal, intangible 
approach is further highlighted and exemplified by the ritual use of Tirta. Having Tirta 
sprinkled on the head during ceremonies is significant because the head is considered the 
most sacred part of the human body and is also where positive and new energy enters the 
body (Lansing 2009:55). The feet, on the other hand are considered less pure and where 
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energy leaves the body. The blessing of the gods and the positive, sacred character of 
Tirta is thus understood to enter the body of the devotee. 
During their research in Bali, Hildred and Clifford Geertz also noted the use of water for 
religious purification and how important this is to the lives of Balinese people (Geertz and 
Geertz 1978:10; italics and brackets in original):  
purification through purified water is considered by the Balinese to be 
one of the central pillars of their religion; in fact, they often call it the ‘holy 
water religion’ (agama tirta). The notion of uncleanliness is equally 
important: contact with death, menstruation, physical deformity, sexual 
intercourse, insanity, sexual perversion, are all dangerously unclean. Such 
pollution (sebel) is a kind of irreverence, an insult to the gods. Anyone in 
such a contaminated condition may not enter a temple for fear of bringing 
disaster onto the entire congregation. 
Geertz and Geertz also observed that Tirta and seawater are key methods of 
“purification”. Engaging with sebel and the role of seawater and Tirta in this way helps 
trace how concepts of sacredness, human life processes and the existence of sekala and 
niskala comprise environmental relations and shape engagements with the surroundings 
for Bali Hindus. Every ceremony I observed involved Tirta. Before temple offerings can be 
given, they must receive a sacred blessing from the temple priest before they can be 
presented to the gods (Geertz and Geertz 1978:10; Lansing 2009:54). Geertz and Geertz 
(1978:10) also note in their observation, that “the food must be first sanctified by the 
priest, by the ritual sprinkling of holy water”. Tirta is also sprinkled over devotees during 
ceremonies to purify attendees. Sebel constitutes a threat to the order of the world and 
demands continued attention and the thoughts, prayers and the use of tirta by devotees 
during ritual practices. 
I consider sebel and ritual practices as environmental relationships because 
sacredness and impurity are spatialized notions that shape engagements with the world. 
During the memukur ceremony, a deceased person’s ashes are tossed into the sea where 
their pitara is purified and enabled to transition from sekala to niskala, as the person 
transitions from the physical and human realm, to the divine and intangible realm. 
Seawater itself is an instrument for the powers of Dewa Baruna. Drawing on her work with 
a Hindu community in India, Drew outlines how Hindu devotees negotiate notions of the 
waters of the Gangga as being sacred and purifying. The waters of the Gangga are “one 
of the most tangible connections to the divine that people encounter in their day-to-day 
lives” (Drew 2016:73). Water is used as Tirta to bless offerings before these are given to 
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deities. Dewa Baruna acts through seawater to cleanse the pitara of a deceased person 
from impurities gathered during their lifetime. Seawater and Tirta define relationships with 
the niskala, and the sacred and intangible beings that inhabit it. In her work on death 
ceremonies in Bali, Warren (1993:40) highlights the role of Tirta in cremation rituals: 
In the communities surrounding the villages of my research, the 
customary final duty of the banjar is to provide holy water which is sprinkled 
over the corpse along with holy water from the household shrine, village 
temples and priest. It is said to clear a path for the soul of the deceased 
and to free the soul from ties to its fellow citizens. It is believed by many 
that without it the cremation ritual will not be effective. 
This interpretation corresponds to the descriptions shared by my informants. Talking to 
several Pemangkus, Bendesa Adats and Kelihan Adats also confirmed the role of water, 
seawater and Tirta during ceremonies as agents of purification, indicating the spatialized 
and entangled agencies of humans and non-human beings. 
Conclusion 
This chapter critically explored the conceptual, experiential and practical differences 
between physical pollution and metaphysical impurity. The ethnographic description of 
post-mortem ceremonies outlined the practices and lived experiences that shape the 
relationships between humans, their surroundings, and the significance of the tangible 
and intangible realms. I found that sebel is defined by actions and processes and is not 
necessarily caused by the material experience of an object or physical contact with 
something considered impure. It refers to physical and mental states, as well as given 
material characteristics, such as the flow of water from above to below. Post-mortem and 
purification ceremonies are necessary to purify people, places and objects from intangible 
impurities, thus making sebel a notion that exemplifies how the sekala and niskala are co-
constituent and inter-related. 
In a world where deceased ancestors go into the sea, to be purified by the God of the 
Sea and then become sacred beings that roam the niskala and sekala, a dichotomy that 
separates culture from nature does not represent the ways Balinese view themselves and 
their surroundings. This chapter also began to explore the spatialisation of notions like 
sebel, how it shapes environmental relationships and found that purity and impurity are 
partially defined through their entangled relationships to one another. In the next chapter, I 
engage with ceremonies and the boundaries between sacred, leisure and economic 
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space, a distinction necessary to uphold in order to ensure the balance of Bali’s order of 
the world. 
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Chapter 5: Ceremonies and intangible relations 
 
My wife is home preparing offerings and praying. I am here working. Because she 
gives to the God at home, God gives money to me through the long chair. 
Lifesaver and beach vendor 
 
The intended practical effects of any Balinese ritual are the well-being of all in the 
immediate world of the worshipper – the humans, the animals, the plants and the land 
around them. 
Hildred Geertz 
On several occasions I observed the remnants of small offerings (BB: canang51) placed 
on top of a well within the courtyard of Made’s housing complex, where the family 
extracted groundwater for domestic use. One day I asked Made’s wife if I could follow her 
while she does the daily offerings, to observe her during this entire ritual – I had previously 
only observed parts of the process. She agreed and I followed her over the next 30 
minutes, placing 50 offerings around the housing complex and family shrines. After she 
was done I asked her about her intention of giving these, in particular I asked about the 
canang on top of the well. The offerings are intended to appease the water deity that 
inhabits the freshwater, Dewi Gangga, she told me. The intention of the ceremony is to 
maintain continued availability of freshwater and thank Dewi Gangga for the current 
supply. This ceremony of giving offerings is conducted on a daily basis and is part of the 
practices that establish the intangible relationships that are manifested in the quotidian 
lives of Bali Hindu devotees. 
When visiting the subak museum in Tabanan I noted how subak engage and interact 
with Dewi Sri. The museum was established to celebrate and remember the agricultural 
society as part of Balinese living heritage. In the museum was a sickle on display, a small 
bent knife about 10 cm in length that farmers could hold in one hand to cut rice plants. 
                                             
51 Canang refers to daily offerings, while banten refers to all types of offerings, including larger parcels 
and constructions during bigger ceremonies. 
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The small size is significant, as it stands in opposition to the longer sickles used to clear 
larger areas of crop while standing and walking. This shape and size, a plaque explained, 
enabled the farmer to hide the blade between their hands while the rice is cut, thus avoid 
disturbing and upsetting Dewi Sri, the Goddess of Rice. The goddess is therefore taken 
into consideration when cutting rice, while asking for her forgiveness. The subak conduct 
rituals and practices that manage relationships with sekala and niskala. Similar rituals and 
practices became noticeable to me in Canggu’s marine tourism. Back at Made’s house, 
we spoke about my visit to the subak museum, and I asked him about engagements with 
the intangible realm and the tourism economy in Canggu. Made paused for a moment, 
then mentioned that normally there is a ceremony that should be done before a rice field 
is converted. I asked him to elaborate. ‘Well’, he told me, ‘if a rice field is converted from 
field into a building, then of course there must be a ceremony to go with it, to ask Dewi Sri 
for forgiveness for transforming her land’. I was interested in the process of ‘asking for 
forgiveness’ from Dewi Sri. As discussed in Chapter 3, land conversion is an ongoing 
phenomenon in Bali. A central concern to my investigation of Bali Hindu relationships with 
environment is how Made and other Bali Hindus engage and interact with their 
surroundings, the deities that live in the intangible realm and the consequences this has. If 
deities should be asked for forgiveness when converting land, how does Canggu’s Hindu 
community engage with the intangible realm in relation to marine tourism and what does 
that tell us about their concepts of environment and environmental management? In this 
chapter, I explore how Bali Hindus interact with intangible beings by giving offerings or 
conducting other ceremonies that ensure the continuation of the Bali Hindu ‘order of the 
world’ and all life processes. Upholding this balance also requires the establishment and 
maintenance of separations between economic and sacred spaces. 
Engaging with niskala in the context of tourism 
Observing rituals and hearing about the role of deities in agriculture caused me to 
query if there are similar rituals around water and waterways, which Bali Hindus practice 
and that relate to Canggu’s tourism economy. As I conducted fieldwork, I explored how 
Bali Hindus negotiate religious practices while living in an international mass tourism 
destination. The relationship between tourists, pura and rituals is interesting because the 
two most visited tourist attractions in Bali are Pura Tanah Lot and Pura Uluwatu. 
According to a survey conducted by the Office of Tourism of the Kabupaten Regency, Bali 
(DPK 2016), 1,591,674 visitors entered Pura Uluwatu in 2016 and 3,524,335 visited Pura 
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Tanah Lot, which is considered a tourism “icon” that attracts “busloads of tourists at 
sunset” (Warren 2012:295). Aside these pura being significant tourist sites, these are also 
used as places for worship, as Bali Hindus continue to practice rituals here regularly. 
Statements such as that of the beach bar staff who told me that his wife gives offerings at 
home and then gods send him money through his employment in the tourism industry 
(see introductory quote and section below: “Praying for good business”), indicated to me 
that Bali Hindus associate their surroundings, including economic activities, to 
interconnected relationships and practices between actors in the tangible and intangible 
realms. 
This chapter examines how Bali Hindus think about and interact with their surroundings 
and the consequences of this. What consequences does attributing intangible agency to 
phenomena such as economic activity, have on interlocutor engagement with their 
surroundings? I explore how ceremonial offerings and building a pura on a sacred site 
establish and maintain relationships with the niskala in a way that maintains an ‘order’ and 
prevents ‘chaos’. I focus this chapter on what the data show about the ways that Bali 
Hindus conceptualise their surroundings and navigate their existence within the sekala 
and niskala, while also hosting an international mass tourism industry. 
In this chapter I describe ritual offerings and the building of Pura Batu Lumbang in a 
discussion of Bali Hindu interactions with niskala as a type of environmental engagement. 
I engage with the agency of deities that Balinese people associate with their surroundings 
by drawing on interviews and observations of religious activities. This allows me to think 
beyond a nature - culture dichotomy and instead consider the relatedness between the 
tangible and intangible realms and the actors within them. MacRae (1997) has written a 
comprehensive account of the shared economy of labour and gifts in the context of ritual 
practice and tourism in Ubud. Like MacRae, I gravitated towards the niskala and 
ceremonies because that is what observations and conversations about environment (BI: 
lingkungan) and tourism (BI: pariwisata) led to. Nearly everything – this might sound like a 
generalising claim, but those familiar with Bali may understand - in Bali relates to Bali 
Hindu religion and interactions with the unseen actors that roam the island (MacRae 
1997:150). During his research, MacRae grew frustrated with repeated responses by 
interlocutors that diverted from talking about profits and business models, to religious and 
cosmological topics. He (MacRae 1997:148) writes: 
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this was another domain of experience which was in some sense more 
important to them than the business of tourism and also a subtle advice to 
redirect my enquiries in this direction if I wanted to learn anything about 
Bali. 
Like MacRae, I turned my attention to ritual practices and the niskala. To discuss ways 
of addressing intangible impurities, I present qualitative data from a Bendesa Adat, beach 
vendors and a Kelihan Adat about the role of pura in tourism, ritual offerings and the 
agency of intangible actors. The pura I discuss in this chapter is Pura Batu Lumbang, 
which was constructed during the fieldwork period near Batu Bolong, by the sea in the 
centre of Canggu. Conversations concentrated on the relationships between religious 
practices, tourism and ‘environment’ (BI: lingkungan). This enabled me to consider 
intangible notions of Canggu’s surroundings and how ceremonial practices establish and 
define conceptions of impurity and environment. Niskala and sekala are conceptually 
different to what might otherwise be understood in English as ‘environment’. 
In this chapter I outline how Bali Hindus consider tourism to be the result of ceremonies 
and actions of tangible and intangible actors, and how ceremonies are a way of ordering 
the world. Ceremonies are practices that maintain the balance between sekala and 
niskala, by appeasing and interacting with deities (Geertz 1995). Bali Hindus describe 
their world in terms of visible and invisible realms, not only as environment (BI: 
lingkungan). These concepts order the Balinese world and in turn shape relationships and 
engagements with Canggu’s surroundings. Engaging with conversations where 
interlocutors outline the potential threat of disorder (BI: kacau) and ways of addressing 
this, is a core focus of this chapter. Having discussed sebel (BB) in the previous chapter, I 
shift attention to the context of tourism and discuss how Bali Hindu devotees articulated 
temples, ceremonies and deities as influencing phenomena, and how intangible “powers” 
(BI: kekuatan) attract tourists. Engaging with ‘environment’ in Canggu does not only 
require the physical management of waste, water and infrastructure, but the intangible 
realm must also be addressed. Bali Hindus give offerings and seek appeasement from the 
intangible beings that live among them, but can not be seen (BI: tidak bisa dilihat). These 
beings affect everything, from accidents to illness, to the Kuta bombings and volcanic 
eruptions (Howe 2006; Wiener 1995; see final section of this chapter). Humans and all 
other life exists within the mutual entanglements of relationships and actions between the 
tangible and intangible worlds. Actions and events in one realm influence the other: giving 
offerings (BB: banten) can influence the mood, actions and decisions of niskala beings. 
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This, I suggest is a form of interaction between the tangible and intangible realm that can 
be considered a type of environmental management that relates to Bali Hindu notions of 
impurity and sacredness. 
Pollution and impurity: environmental management beyond the physical 
Much discussion among anthropologists concerned with human relations with 
environment addresses how dichotomies are not representative of how non-European 
people view themselves and their surroundings (Kent 2007; Strang 2016, Descola and 
Pálsson 1996). Ethnography gives me a methodological tool to go beyond a nature – 
culture binary (see discussions in Chapter 2) and instead take seriously notions of 
‘environment’ and forms of management that go beyond the physical manipulation of 
space by discussing the qualitative data shared by interlocutors about their lived 
experiences. Drew (2016) has investigated the relationships between religion, purity and 
pollution in a Hindu community in the Himalaya region, in India. Her research questions 
the seeming contradiction that devotees who worship water and mountain deities “pollute 
sacred rivers” and allow the construction of dams, arguing that resource degradation is 
not necessarily indicative of contradictions in belief (Drew 2016:70; see also Alley 2002). 
Drew’s work focuses on relationships with water in a way that includes religion, purity and 
environment and places her investigation of religious concepts in the context of 
environmental management practices. Drew’s research shows that religious practices and 
ideas of impurity occur alongside “scientific and techno-managerial ideas of how water 
sources should (be) treated” (ibid:77). Likewise in Bali, ceremonial ways of interacting with 
the niskala exist alongside economic processes and environmental management 
practices. While the types of Hinduism differ between Bali and India, Drew’s work helps 
me examine how Canggu’s residents experience intangible impurities and physical 
pollutants, both of which require ‘management’. How these different types of negative 
intrusions are addressed through ceremonies as form of environmental management is 
the subject of this chapter. Considering religious, alongside political and conceptual 
relationships with environment enables me to identify how material pollution and ritual 
impurity should not be understood as opposed and exclusive, and may occur 
simultaneously alongside the different types of management required to address these. 
The following section discusses one example I documented during fieldwork that 
exemplifies this argument. 
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Pura Batu Lumbang: a manifestation of Dewa Baruna 
The first example I illustrate of Bali Hindu engagement with the intangible realm is the 
construction of a pura to maintain the order of the world in Canggu. When walking along a 
popular surf beach in Batu Bolong in May 2016, I noted that a rock a few meters into the 
sea had a construction on it that was not there during my last visit just days prior. About 
1.5 meters high and 0.5 meters wide, I recognised it as a religious construction. Puzzled, I 
began to ask beach vendors who I knew were born in this banjar and who work at this 
stretch of beach, what the new construction was. Several people told me that it is a new 
pura and they are unsure what it was for, but knew it had not been “filled yet” (BI: belum 
diisi; the prefix “di-“ marks a passive act in Bahasa Indonesia). This startled me: what 
would it be filled with? Who put it there? What was its purpose and why in this location? 
What also intrigued me about the location was that this area is a popular tourist 
destination, frequented by beach goers and visitors learning to surf. The wave out the 
front of the beach is slow and long with an easy shape, therefore considered a good wave 
for beginners, causing many surf instructors to bring their students here. What was the 
context of this new building: was there a connection with tourism?  After some inquiring, I 
learnt there would be a ceremony happening soon and that I should talk to the Pemangku 
(BB: priest) of the nearby Pura Batu Bolong about this. While he said he was too busy 
preparing the ceremonies, he referred me to a Bendesa Adat, who agreed to an interview. 
During a two-hour conversation, he told me that the rock is called Batu Lumbang and is 
just a few hundred meters from Pura Batu Bolong, a sea temple for the village of 
Canggu52 and the site for purification rituals (e.g melasti), as well as the site to collect 
water used to make Tirta (BB: Tirta Empul). When I asked about the newly built 
construction, the Bendesa Adat told me that:53 
Batu Lumbang is a purified place. People should not climb carelessly on 
top of this rock. But increasingly, this rock is used as a tourism destination, 
to sit on it, take selfies and photos. That had a positive impact on the Batu 
Bolong temple priest: he was angered. Why was this not taken care of? 
Many people climb Batu Lumbang carelessly, such as women on their 
period, that can’t be. Then, to characterize or maybe make an 
announcement that this is a sacred place, it was made Pelinggih (BB). 
Pelinggih is a place or land of God’s manifestation. Before that, we did not 
                                             
52 In this case, with “village” I refer to both the banjar and the desa. 
53 Find the original transcript as appendix 3. 
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know who was there. Now we know there is Dewa Baruna, the God of the 
Sea, the ruler of the sea. We call him Dewa Baruna. 
The term Pelinggih was new to me and I engaged further with the idea of marking the 
rock as a sacred site and divine manifestation. To establish this Pelinggih, it was 
necessary to conduct ceremonies that would invite the deity to accept this as a place for 
him to manifest himself. After the ceremony, Batu Lumbang would become a Pelinggih 
and be the location for Pura Batu Lumbang, a place of the manifestation of God (BI: 
manifestasi Tuhan). This Pelinggih provides the Bali Hindu community (BI: masyarakat) a 
place of worship and one of its functions is as a declaration (BI: pengumuman) that this is 
a sacred site (BI: tempat suci) and should not be handled carelessly (BI: sembarangan). 
After the physical construction was complete, the pura had to be filled, which he explained 
would mark to devotees what the purpose of the pura is. This is done through a 
Pemelaspas (BB), a ceremony (BI: upacara) which would invite Dewa Baruna to accept 
and enter the pura. While the physical shrine is now a permanent site for worship where 
Bali Hindus can conduct ceremonies and give offerings, the deity may only manifest on 
auspicious days or other yet unknown occasions. The Pemelaspas would help the Hindu 
community know the purpose and function of this pura and that it is a place of worship for 
Dewa Baruna. 
The Bendesa Adat also said that it was a positive consequence (BI: itu ada dampak 
positif) that the Pemangku was angered (BI: dimarahi dia). Such a view must take into 
account that the outcome of building the Pura Batu Lumbang had positive consequences 
on Canggu. Earlier in this same conversation, the Bendesa Adat explained to me that if 
ceremonies are not regularly done, one risks bringing disorder into one’s life. Building the 
pura was therefore positive because it would keep out chaos and disorder (BI: kacau) and 
enable the Hindu community to worship Dewa Baruna at a site of his manifestation. 
Constructing and having the pura “filled” (BI: diisi) are ways for the Bali Hindu community 
in Canggu to interact with and appease Dewa Baruna, who oversees the sea. Establishing 
such a Pelinggih not only functions as a “declaration” (BI: pengumuman) to Bali Hindus 
that this is a site for Dewa Baruna, but also established the rock (BI: batu) as a sacred site 
(BI: tempat suci). Constructing Pura Batu Lumbang is a type of engagement and 
interaction with the intangible realm which in this case had the intention of regulating the 
‘order of the world’ in Canggu, by establishing and maintaining boundaries between a 
sacred site and the economic and leisure area of the tourist destination. 
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In an interview with another Kelihan Adat, we spoke about Canggu’s environment (BI: 
lingkungan) which he declared as safe (BI: aman). He explained that it is important to 
regulate, monitor and protect an environment (BI: lingkungan) from becoming “chaotic” 
(BI: semrawut). He explained that the “penjaga” are small shrines that stand by houses, 
roadsides and near sacred sites, to protect (BI: menjaga) from bad things or beings that 
may otherwise enter. He continued to say: 
In Bali, especially here in Berawa, the environment is good, it's healthy. 
That's because for us as a community, regulations come first. 
Environmental regulations, environmental monitoring, and environmental 
protection. That means if the environment isn't regulated and monitored, it 
will become increasingly chaotic. For example, taking the view of the road 
or in the home, if you don't look after it then it won't be any good, right. 
What's more if it's a public space.54 
Note here, that he uses the term “lingkungan” to speak of an “environment” and speaks 
of “regulations” (BI: penataan) as most important to the Bali Hindu community. The 
context gives this statement ambiguity: he had just spoken about the “penjaga”, which are 
considered “protectors” against intangible beings, objects and actions that would violate 
the rules of the area. The “regulations” he refers to address the physical environment, 
such as regulating the planting and cutting of trees or the flow of water and the social 
regulations that relate to religious doctrine, such as not entering a pura while one is sebel 
(BB). The Kelihan Adat uses “lingkungan” (BI) to refer to a physical and social 
environment as well as the surroundings of his banjar. There is, perhaps deliberate, 
ambiguity in his use of lingkungan but it is clear that he refers to rules and regulations as 
leading to a “good” (BI: bagus) and “healthy” (BI: sehat) environment. The Kelihan Adat 
used the Indonesian expression semrawut to refer to a state of chaos and disorder which 
would occur as a result of the “environment” (BI: lingkungan) not being “monitored” (BI: 
ditata) and “regulated” (BI: diawasi). The type of monitoring he describes may refer to the 
physical observation of a neighbourhood by banjar securities, as is common across Bali, 
or he may describe the intentions of the Penjaga as protectors of metaphysical intrusions. 
In both cases, the actions of banjar members should protect Canggu from becoming 
unorganised. While it appears that a Penjaga and a Pelinggih are different things, they are 
both physical and metaphysical results of the actions and ceremonies of this Bali Hindu 
community. When I spoke to the Bendesa Adat about sebel, he similarly referred to 
                                             
54 See appendix 3 for the original transcript. 
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‘chaos’ and ‘disorder’ as possible results if Bali Hindu devotees do not conduct purification 
ceremonies. In that instance (see Chapter 4 for the full discussion), the Bendesa Adat 
used the word kacau (BI) to refer to a mental and general state of “disorder”. In both 
cases, the village leaders suggested the need for ceremonies and rules to uphold a type 
of ‘order’ of thoughts (BI: pikiran) and environment (BI: lingkungan). In the cases of being 
sebel, protecting Canggu’s environment and establishing Pura Batu Lumbang, 
ceremonies are related to sacredness – through sacred space or purifying self – and 
preventing chaos and disorder to enter the thoughts and environment of Bali Hindus. 
Ceremonies have consequences in the world because they may influence deities and 
prevent Canggu from falling into disorder. The example of Pura Batu Lumbang illustrates 
how Canggu’s Hindu community protects their surroundings against careless actions and 
establishes and maintains boundaries between sacred and leisure spaces. Building the 
pura demonstrates the importance informants placed on appeasing the deities through 
ensuring the “protection” (BI: menjaga) of Batu Lumbang. It is one example of Balinese 
ways of managing and interacting with environment, by physically and metaphysically 
engaging with it. It exemplifies the establishment of a pura as form of environmental 
management according to the Bali Hindu order of the world. 
James Boon (1977) explains the importance of rituals in land conversion in Bali: 
“whenever one variety of space is converted into another, elaborate rituals are performed 
so that the old, sacred/profane ritual attributes of the space do not conflict with the new” 
(Boon 1977:99). The three ‘types’ of space Boon identifies are sacred, residential and 
commercial. Batu Lumbang is one example of the new use of the marine environment for 
tourism and the consequences this has on the area, and how this shift required the local 
Bali Hindu community to respond by marking the site as sacred with a pura and to 
separate economic and leisure activities from the sacred space. Pura Batu Lumbang is a 
manifestation of Dewa Baruna and is one type of engagement with a deity that is the 
result of actions by Canggu’s Hindu community to control, manage and prevent chaos and 
disorder from entering their desa. Building Pura Batu Lumbang and ceremonially filling it 
are forms of engagements and interactions with Dewa Baruna that have the intention of 
preventing things and people who are sebel (BB) to enter the Pelinggih. In turn, Dewa 
Baruna’s role is to oversee (BI: mengawasi) the sea and uphold the balance between the 
tangible and intangible realm. To evoke the effectiveness of the pura after its construction, 
a ritual was held to invite Dewa Baruna to manifest into the Pelinggih, to have it ‘filled’ with 
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his presence. The conversations with the Kelihan Adat and Bendesa Adat help me to 
consider ceremonies, penjaga and pura as types of environmental engagement, because 
they establish and protect spatial boundaries intended to uphold the order of the Bali 
Hindu world. Another type of engagement with the niskala is evident in the context of 
tourism and the relationships between tourism and religion, in particular how rituals are 
articulated as having an effect on economic prosperity, for example by praying for good 
business. 
Praying for good business 
Giving offerings and praying for good business are two additional examples of ways in 
which Bali Hindus engage with the intangible realm with the intention of regulating and 
influencing events in Canggu. After Ketut took me to the melukat ceremony (see Chapter 
2), she let me spend time in her beach-side stall to talk to her, her friends, staff and 
guests. She told me that she conducts daily offerings by her stall, just like I had observed 
her do on the first morning I spent in Bali. Over time, I could observe the full ceremony 
and talk to her about it. She leaves one offering by her stall, one on top of the wall just 
north from her, separating her from a beachside hotel and placed one in the sand just past 
her longchairs, towards the water. After she returned from placing these, she stood behind 
the counter, closing her eyes, holding up her hands and saying a silent prayer for about 
20-30 seconds. In each offering, she told me she left “something small” (English) like 
coffee or cake. I later asked her what the offerings were for and she told me what I had 
heard several times before, that she is praying for “good luck” (BI: keberuntungan) and 
“good business” (BI: mohon rejeki). I asked her what the offering in the north was for, and 
she said it was because of the pura on the adjacent hotel property. This pura had an 
Acintya55 figure on the top, the supreme deity of the Bali Hindu religion. I asked her what 
the shrine was for or who lived there but she said she didn’t know, she just gives offerings 
there. And the offering near the water? That was for the sea, she said, for “Dewa Laut 
Selatan”, the god of the south sea, another deity that roams the sea south of Bali in 
addition to Dewa Baruna. She told me that in her experience, her customers like that she 
gives the offerings. For example, especially German tourist, but others alike, enjoy that 
she does the daily ceremonies as they enjoy watching her. She told me that the process 
                                             
55 Also called Sang Yang Widhi Wasa (Picard 2011:493). 
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of giving offerings attracts customers and that customers feel more comfortable at her stall 
as a result. For that reason, they purchase the drinks and snacks which she sells. As 
appreciation and gratitude, Ketut shares the profits from her beach business with deities 
by including some cash notes in her offerings (usually 2,000Rp, A$0.20) and giving 
“something small” as a snack to the deities. 
I was told a similar story by one of her staff, a middle-aged Bali Hindu man I quote at 
the start of this chapter, as saying that he receives customers because his wife prepares 
offerings at home. In both cases, the beach vendors explained tourism business in 
relation to ceremonial activities. Giving offerings to gods had the intention of persuading 
the deities to send more customers to these workers. In exchange, the workers give 
offerings of money, sweets and drinks to the deities. Beach vendors told me that they 
receive customers and are able to earn an income because they or their family give 
offerings to the deities in daily ceremonies. Tourists, from the perspective of these two 
Bali Hindu beach workers, may be attributed to ritual practice by humans and the actions 
of deities. Rituals have a consequence on the world: in tangible terms, they may lead to 
more tourists coming to spend their money in Canggu. In intangible terms, rituals shape 
relationships with deities, seek to appease their hunger and thirst – quite literally! – and 
evoke positive events. Ceremonies not only maintain the order of the world, they may also 
have other consequences on the world such as economic prosperity. 
The conversation I had with the Bendesa Adat about Pura Batu Lumbang also revolved 
around tourism in Canggu. I asked him about the relationship between tourism and the 
“environment” in Canggu (BI: Ada hubungan lingkungan dengan pariwisata di daerah 
Canggu?) and he proceeded to describe this as a very, very good relationship (BI: 
hubungannya sangat bagus sekala). He continued to explain:56 
Bendesa Adat: In Canggu we now have tourism. So there are a few 
tourists who make business in Canggu. They get their success because of 
a type of blessing from… powers in the pura. The powers are there. As 
contribution, they also pay attention to the pura as much as we do. If for 
example we have a ceremony, he donates. They give a contribution. There 
are many actions, they participate a lot. Because they believe in that, they 
have good luck. There is one from France, who owns a bar. Well, he gets 
his success because there is a pura (next to his bar), there is a sacred 
space next to the bar. That’s what brings many contributions. He himself 
                                             
56 see appendix 3 for the full original transcript. 
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with all his staff, they are very concerned about this. Every day, but what it 
should be is up to him. 
Me: what do you think is the main tourist attraction in Canggu? 
Bendesa Adat: Physically, the biggest in Canggu are the big waves. 
Secondly, that is that which is difficult for me to translate, because that is 
something felt inside the heart of them. There are indeed powers, powers 
that can not be rejected, that are very friendly with them. What is the 
name… very difficult for me… a type of vibration (BI: vibrasi)… 
The Bendesa Adat confirmed that there is a connection between tourism and pura and, 
still struggling to express himself, comments that “that’s the reality” (BI: memang begitulah 
kenyataannya). The difficulty the Bendesa Adat had when trying to express and translate 
the metaphysical attraction to tourists is reflected in him reverting back to the anglicised 
Indonesian terms “vibrasi” and “power-nya” to describe the positive feeling the powers 
from the pura gave the tourists. Further, the use of general language when referring to 
people as “he/she” (BI: dia) and “they” (BI: mereka) is perhaps an intentional obfuscation 
that showcases the indirect way Balinese people often express themselves, much to the 
frustration of myself and other researchers (Wiener 1995; MacRae 1997). There is some 
ambiguity in who or what the Bendesa talks about, deliberate or not, however my interest 
continues to be in processes, actions and the consequences the niskala has in the world. 
Therefore, I was interested to see that the Bendesa divides tourist attractions into a 
physical example (the waves) and intangible powers that can not be seen. To him, the 
process of tourism and the attraction to tourists is explained in a physical and 
metaphysical way which he struggled to express. He also proposes that the daily offerings 
the staff at the popular bar and restaurant he talks about (I intentionally withhold the name 
to protect anonymity), have the consequence that tourists feel “powers” (BI: Kekuatan-
kuatan) which they can not “reject” (BI: tolak) and feel very friendly to them (BI: yang 
sangat bersahabat dengan mereka). 
According to the Bendesa Adat, Ketut and her employee, the daily ceremonies they 
conduct attract tourists and their business. As the Bendesa Adat struggled to explain, this 
is a type of attraction that is the result of the ceremonies and is effective through feelings, 
powers and “vibrasi”. Ceremonial offerings have a consequence on the world. In the case 
of the tourism economy in Canggu, they attract customers. When Ketut prays for good 
business and good luck, she prays to the gods and asks them to send her more tourists 
who will become customers in her stall. According to the Bendesa Adat, a bar is popular 
because the owner and staff give offerings to the pura adjacent to it, and in turn the 
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powers in the pura bless the bar with a busy clientele. The tourism economy in Canggu is 
managed through ceremonial offerings which exemplifies one type of relationship Bali 
Hindus have with the metaphysical realm that is a “reality” (BI: kenyataan). The offerings 
are one way Bali Hindus engage with the intangible realm and may be understood as form 
of environmental management, because the intangible relationships have tangible, as well 
as intangible, consequences. Giving offerings and conducting ceremonies is a form of 
engagement with niskala that ensures the continuity and sustainability of the tourism 
economy in Canggu. By engaging with intangible actors, Bali Hindus uphold the order of 
the world. 
The beings that act in the world 
When talking about the kanda empat, the metaphysical four siblings that accompany 
every Balinese person from birth, Hildred Geertz (1995:19-20) asks whether these should 
be understood as “symbol of Balinese emotions and attitudes toward illness” (see also 
Hooykaas 1973 on the kanda empat and religion in Bali). Rather than such a “reductionist” 
view, Geertz (ibid:19) identifies these and other intangible beings as “terribly real”, with 
“the competence to act in the world”. During my own research, I found similar descriptions 
of the beings that inhabit the world. The kanda empat that Geertz discusses, are some of 
the niskala actors in Bali. The ceremonies that are directed at appeasing and thanking 
deities, shape the relationships between humans, their physical surroundings and non-
human actors, such as evidenced in the building of Pura Batu Lumbang and ceremonial 
offerings. Managing the marine environment in Canggu, does not only require the physical 
removal of plastic waste and the construction of signs that reprimand visitors to not litter 
(see Chapter 6), but the intangible realm must also be addressed through ritual practices, 
such as building the pura on Batu Lumbang and giving regular offerings to the beings that 
act in the world. 
Pura are manifestations of niskala beings and ceremonies are engagements between 
Bali Hindus and deities. To Bali Hindus, tourism is the result of ceremonies and actions of 
tangible and intangible actors. What consequences does such a concept of the order of 
the world and environment have? The niskala is relational, and established and 
maintained through practices. After the physical construction of a pura, a deity can 
manifest in it, while on other occasions, such as I outline in Chapter 7, a pura may also be 
constructed where a deity is already present. Ceremonies and other practices that adhere 
to and maintain the rules of a banjar are engagements with environment that prevent the 
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intrusion of chaos. In Chapter 2 I discussed how marine tourism is described in the 
literature to be suitable to tourists and Bali Hindus, because international tourists are 
attracted to the sun, sand and the sea, while the marine environment is also available for 
economic activities according to Bali Hindu concepts of place, purity and hierarchy 
(Hobart 2000:66). Following the data in this chapter, however, we learn that to those Bali 
Hindus that live in Canggu, relationships with the marine environment are nuanced. 
Marine tourism is only appropriate for Canggu if the separations between economic and 
sacred spaces are established and maintained (see Wardana 2015 on spatial governance 
and legal pluralism in Bali). Building Batu Lumbang was deemed necessary by religious 
leaders as a direct response to the presence of tourists. The marine environment is 
therefore not simply available, but the boundaries between economic and sacred space 
(BI: tempat suci) must actively be upheld and the rules that maintain a balanced order of 
the world must be followed, in order to manage Canggu’s surroundings and prevent 
disorder from entering. Spatial boundaries in Bali may not only be physically marked (by a 
sign or a wall) but the uses and practices conducted at a location also influence what kind 
of space it is. Purification ceremonies are only conducted at pure and sacred spaces, 
whereas activities considered to be related to impurities or pollution, such as post-mortem 
ceremonies should be conducted at locations that are already ritually impure. By thinking 
through relationships, I suggest that the use of space and the practices conducted in a 
place define the boundaries and types of space. Tourists are not only attracted to the sun, 
surf and waves, but also to the pura, ceremonies and intangible powers which attract 
good business (see Bali tourism scholar I Nyoman Darma Putra [2014] for a discussion on 
cultural and marine tourism in Bali). Addressing the ontological question of what concepts 
do, I focus this analysis on what the practices and concepts of an intangible environment 
do. A reality where metaphysical actors can influence events, decisions and actions, 
demands a type of engagement that allows humans to interact with intangible actors. A 
river can be redirected to flow into a rice field and would require physically digging a 
trench that steers water away from a stream or river, manipulating the flow to enter a field. 
But if a priest has a dream, falls in trance, or otherwise becomes the instrument for a deity 
to express their upset with a situation, how can this deity be calmed? 
‘Management’ beyond the physical 
For Bali Hindus, ceremonies are a form of engagement with the niskala that ensures 
the continuity of everything on Bali, while also providing a type of engagement with 
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intangible beings, such as by ‘calming’ deities. The deities in turn may choose to 
manipulate the physical surroundings to cause harm and distraction, or to bring positive 
business and good fortune. Pura and ceremonies are ways of ensuring wellbeing, as well 
as sacredness (BI: kesucian) and health (BI: kesehatan) of life in Bali. The carelessness 
(BI: sembarangan) of tourists was addressed by building a pura on a sacred rock which 
marks the manifestation of Dewa Baruna. Pura Batu Lumbang is an example of 
environmental management because it was a deliberate act of manipulating a space to 
ensure the continuation of life processes. It is a direct response to tourists and their 
actions with the intention of maintaining an ‘order of reality’ and highlights how increased 
tourism activity by a beach in Canggu is considered to bring increased threat of chaos. 
The Pemangku, banjar and desa leaders sought to avoid a state of chaos and ensured 
the appropriate use of Canggu’s marine environment in a way that would ensure 
ecological and cosmological processes to continue sustainably, thus rendering it a 
community-driven type of environmental management (Barrow 2006:4). The new pura and 
ceremonial offerings are engagements with environment that prevent kacau (BI: chaos) 
and the continuation of ecological, cosmological and social processes. Michael Dove 
(2006:23) identified similar relationships with environment in his investigation of the 
eruption of Mt. Merapi, a volcano in the centre of Java. Dove (2006) discusses the 
narrative around and interpretations of volcanic eruptions by Javanese village residents, 
the national government, popular media and NGOs. He finds that villagers on the volcano 
slopes express the hazards of an eruption as ‘getting lost’ and being invited by the spirits 
that live in the “spirit palace” at the centre of the volcano (ibid:21-23). “This”, he suggests, 
“is a discourse not of material hazard but of spiritual liminality and loss“ (ibid:21-22). The 
“spiritual” interpretation of events demonstrates “not just that there is a parallel reality in 
the volcano, but that there is an order to this reality, which is comprehensible to the 
Javanese living on its slopes” (ibid:23). To Bali Hindus, the order refers to the balanced 
relationships between the sekala and niskala, the physical and metaphysical realms. 
Thinking of an “order of reality” also describes the ways Balinese people think about their 
surroundings: events are the result of intangible actors. 
Tourism and culture scholar Leo Howe (2006; see also Wiener 1995) describes how 
Balinese people refer to intangible actors to explain events that occur in Bali. The Bali 
bombings in 2002 and 2005 were interpreted by some Bali Hindus as punishment and 
sign of gods who were not satisfied with the state of Bali at the time. As a result, Howe 
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suggests, the deities sent the bombings as message of imbalance and disharmony. Dove 
(2006:31) describes such explanations as a “causal and moral” link between events and 
their interpretations. Bali Hindus described tourism, in part, as a result of their religious 
devotion and ceremonial offerings. Tourism also brings a threat of disorder, as the 
Bendesa Adat described people climbing the rock “carelessly” (BI: sembarangan). These 
visitors may not know if they are sebel when entering a sacred site, a careless act 
interpreted as a threat to the order of the area. This has to be addressed, and resulted in 
the construction of Pura Batu Lumbang. Similar to ceremonies that ask Dewi Sri for 
forgiveness when converting a rice field, Pura Batu Lumbang is an engagement with the 
intangible realm that resulted from the presence of marine tourism activity in Canggu. 
Environmental management practices in Canggu, therefore go beyond the physical realm, 
because they also include a form of engagement with the niskala beings, who are 
understood to influence events in the world.  
The examples of Pura Batu Lumbang and ceremonial offerings indicate how the niskala 
is a lived reality to Balinese people. The Bendesa Adat described the relationship between 
tourism and temples as a “reality” (BI: kenyataannya). Rules and actions regulate the 
“reality” of physical and metaphysical events in Canggu. The physical and metaphysical 
realms are intrinsically linked to another. The physical realm and everything that takes 
place in it is the result of interactions with the deities and spirits that have the powers to 
influence the material world. Offerings to Dewa Baruna are similar to giving offerings to 
Dewi Sri or Dewi Gangga – they are ritual practices that ensure the continued availability 
of tourism business, rice and freshwater. These rituals manage environment: by seeking 
to appease deities, these human actions help ensure the order of the world and prevent it 
from becoming chaotic and disordered (BI: kacau). The rituals ensure the sustained 
continuity of ecological processes and the safety of Balinese society and the balance 
between the sekala and niskala. This implies a type of agency of the deities, which has 
consequences for the lived experiences of Balinese people – who in turn also have the 
agency to give ceremonial offerings. Giving offerings indicates that human actions can 
affect divine agency. This articulates a concept of human relations with environment that 
includes an intangible reality that is a “realty” and has consequences on the actions of 
humans, and how they conceptualise and engage with their surroundings. Intangible 
actors affect daily life, such as the amount of customers that attend a bar. To prevent 
negative things from happening, Bali Hindus give offerings and seek appeasement from 
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the intangible beings that live among them, but can not be seen (BI: tidak bisa dilihat). 
These beings have consequences on the world, and as a consequence, Bali Hindus must 
maintain the separation between economic and sacred spaces by building and 
ceremonially filling a pura to ensure appropriate engagements with gods. 
Ceremonies and their effects on the world 
Investigating ceremonies and their effects on the world has enabled me to open my 
research towards Balinese perspectives that describe Pura Batu Lumbang as 
manifestation of Dewa Baruna. According to Hildred Geertz, rituals (including giving 
offerings and post-mortem ceremonies) establish and maintain the relationships between 
humans and deities. She (Geertz 1995:38) proposes that 
The intended practical effects of any Balinese ritual are the well-being 
of all in the immediate world of the worshipper – the humans, the animals, 
the plants and the land around them. This, according to my theory is 
accomplished primarily through the ritual establishment and maintenance 
of ties of clientship and alliance with specific spiritual beings. 
The ritual establishment and maintenance of the ties that Geertz describes are also 
evident in the construction of Pura Batu Lumbang and the relationships between 
ceremonial offerings and deities. Pura Batu Lumbang is an engagement with deities that 
has the effect of preventing “disorder” (BI: kacau) from occurring. The ritualised practices 
of giving offerings and conducting ceremonies establish and maintain the relationships 
Bali Hindus have with deities. Building Pura Batu Lumbang establishes the intersection 
between the physical and intangible realm, situating Canggu’s residents between, and in 
interaction with, the tangible and intangible realms. 
Discussing the role of rituals and offerings, MacRae suggests that “offerings are 
understood as a system of ongoing exchange of goods and services across the border 
between sekala and niskala domains.” (MacRae 1997:154). When Ketut includes 
“something small” to drink and eat, as well as money in her offerings, she bridges the 
material and intangible realm and navigates her tourism business with ceremonies 
grounded in her Bali Hindu religion. Ketut and others can maintain a tourism business and 
manage this according to Bali Hindu ways of engaging with the world. Managing her 
business in this way requires managing the deities that roam her surroundings by sharing 
her profits with them through ceremonial offerings. To Ketut, tourism is an instrument for 
deities to grant her good business and enable her to earn an income. MacRae estimates 
that a Bali Hindu household may spend between 4 – 8 per cent of a family’s annual 
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income on ceremonies, and attend and participate in around 60 ceremonies a year 
(1997:156). He continues to outline that: 
There is indeed a connection between investment in ritual and the 
prosperity brought by tourism that is understood as occurring not directly 
but via niskala processes of transformation. Ritual well performed is 
pleasing to the gods who are moved to respond with generosity. Tourism 
is […] merely a vehicle for the delivery of the bounty of the gods (MacRae 
1997:491).  
This statement reflects what Ketut, the Lifesaver and the Bendesa Adat told me about 
how tourists come to Canggu, as a result of the continuous ceremonial offerings. As I 
mentioned, not only tourism but all events are the result of the actions of deities, an 
engagement with the world that fundamentally shapes Bali Hindu lives. Building and filling 
Pura Batu Lumbang was a way for the Bali Hindu community (BI: masyarakat) in Canggu 
to ensure the protection of sacred spaces, establish a manifestation of Dewa Baruna as 
place for worship and to prevent chaos and disorder from entering their community. 
Maintaining clear boundaries between sacred spaces like a Pelinggih, from economic and 
leisure spaces, is not only important in Canggu, as MacRae found during his research in 
Ubud that “a great deal of Balinese ritual is about boundaries and defence of them to 
protect what they contain.” (MacRae 1997:448). The Pemangku who had a dream about 
protecting Batu Lumbang from sebel entering its vicinity acted as instrument (see Hobart 
1990) for divine intervention that urged him and other devotees to establish and maintain 
this sacred site. Marking Batu Lumbang as manifestation of Dewa Baruna included ritually 
having the pura filled, thus establishing his divine presence. After that, Batu Lumbang had 
become Pura Batu Lumbang, was recognised as divine manifestation and would have to 
be protected from objects and people sebel entering the site. Rituals and ceremonial 
offerings affect the tangible and intangible realms and have consequences on the world. 
Pura Batu Lumbang did not only have intangible consequences: the physical construction 
of the pura was also a way of changing the tangible realm: the pura is now visible and 
tangible to beachgoers. Rituals therefore have tangible and intangible consequences. So, 
what consequences does the niskala have? I do not suggest that concepts have agency 
by themselves, instead I suggest that Balinese engagements with their surroundings have 
tangible and intangible consequences. There is a mutually dependant correlation between 
actions and concepts because actions and ways of thinking shape another. Temples and 
ceremonies are physical and metaphysical alterations in the world and ceremonies and 
other related consequences are tangible results of the existence of the niskala. 
  
123 
Conclusion 
Balinese people speak about themselves and their surroundings in terms of physical 
and metaphysical realms. According to Bali Hindu interlocutors, deities exist in a 
metaphysical reality and affect humans and events in the physical realm. Humans are 
able to attempt to interact with intangible beings by giving offerings and adhering to a 
religious protocol that intends to ensure an ‘order of the world’ that allows the 
sustainability of all life processes, including rice production by providing fertile soil and 
nutrient rich, non-toxic freshwater and the continuation of the tourism trade. The 
ceremonies seek to uphold the balance that is required for the continuation of life on Bali 
and marine tourism is only appropriate for Canggu if the separations between economic 
and sacred spaces are established and maintained. Having discussed sebel as religious 
impurity and ways Bali Hindus manage this and other aspects of their surroundings 
through ceremonies, I now turn to plastic litter and the causes and consequences of it in 
Canggu. Balinese manage their intangible surroundings through pura and ceremonies, 
and their physical surroundings by removing plastic litter to reduce physical pollution. 
Exploring the causes and consequences of plastic litter in Canggu in the next chapter 
enables me to discuss the differences of intangible impurities and physical pollution and 
how these concepts help me describe environmental relationships in Bali. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 6: Plastic litter in Canggu: a mounting 
issue 
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During an early period of fieldwork, I lived in a newly built rumah kos for three months, 
located in the same banjar where I would later live with Made. A rumah kos is a small, 
single-room apartment. In this case it was a semi-self-managed property with 10 rooms. 
The rooms typically have a bathroom and main living area that also functions as the 
bedroom and is around 15m2 in size. While these are commonly the residence of lower 
socio-economic individuals and families in urban areas across Indonesia, in Bali they are 
increasingly renovated, furnished and rented to non-Indonesian visitors. The property 
manager was a middle-aged Balinese man, born and raised in this banjar, who cleans the 
rooms regularly and manages the reception area where short and long term visitors check 
in. I was the first person to move into the complex and a few days in, I wanted to throw out 
a bag of rubbish that I had accumulated in a rubbish bin in my room. When I could not find 
a waste bin on the property, I asked the manager where I could toss the full plastic bag I 
was holding. ‘No problem’, he said with a hospitable gesture and smile, ‘just throw it in 
front of the complex on the side of the road, somebody will come and burn it later’. The 
manager was nonchalant and friendly about it, pleased he could relieve me of my burden. 
But I reacted with shock and surprise. When he noticed my hesitation, he reassured me 
that this was the way things are done here, it’s no problem. This was only one of many 
instances where I observed the mounting issue of plastic litter in Canggu. 
Plastic litter that is discarded from domestic waste like at this rumah kos is present and 
visible across Canggu, Bali and Indonesia. The country contributes nearly 10 per cent to 
global marine plastic debris from land-based sources annually (see Chapter 1; Lebreton et 
al. 2017; Wright 2017a). Aside from engaging in discussions on niskala and sebel, I also 
found myself talking about plastic litter and the materials that wash up by the beach, which 
litter Indonesia’s waterways (Lebreton et al. 2017) and cause much discussion among 
residents and visitors to Bali alike. On many occasions, conversations veered to discuss 
beach clean-up events, plastic litter and the condition of waterways and beaches in Bali. 
While observing people walking along the beach, playing in the shore break, or sitting on 
surfboards out in the open water, I spoke with numerous people about the influence 
plastic is having on Bali, its reputation as tourist destination and other factors relating to 
the tourism economy. As I continued to spend time with Ketut, she told me about her 
experience of working by the beach for 20 years, talking with foreign visitors and 
Indonesian residents about the marine environment. She told me that from her experience 
“If Bali becomes dirtier (BI: kotor), tourists will go elsewhere”. Lamenting this observation, 
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she wondered: “why don’t people here care (BI: peduli) about the environment (BI: 
lingkungan)?”. This statement came after we had already spoken about the plastic trash 
that regularly arrives by Canggu’s beaches, which she cleans up every morning when 
opening her stall in the sand. As somebody making a living through marine tourism, she 
told me that she considers plastic litter to have a direct negative impact on her business. 
The presence, causes and consequences of plastic are key themes in the relationship 
between Balinese people, the tourism economy and plastic litter. 
Consequences of plastic litter go beyond economic factors and also affect public health 
and environmental pollution, amidst a global push to address international challenges to 
waste management (UNEP 2015:2; Wright 2017b). The Indonesian central government 
plans to increase the arrival of foreign tourists to Indonesia from 9 million in 2014 to 20 
million by 2020 (Indonesia Investment 2015; see Chapter 1). I suggest that to do so 
sustainably, governments cannot avoid addressing the problem of plastic litter. The 
Balinese provincial government already struggles to manage existing waste and is aware 
of mismanaged waste that is regularly deposited in waterways and unbuilt areas. The 
Balinese Department of Statistics estimates that 226 m3/day of unhandled waste (BI: 
sampah yang dapat ditangani) is disposed in Badung (BPS 2017b:208; see map in 
appendix 4). This raises questions about the volume of unhandled waste that goes 
unaccounted for and where the waste of millions of new tourists will go. Estimates of 
mismanaged waste therefore vary, as MacRae and Rodic (2015) found that only 55 per 
cent of total waste generated in Bali arrives in appropriate processing plants and dumps. 
The Balinese governor has also pledged to make Bali free of plastic bags by 2018 
(Moeller 2016), although at the time of writing (November 2018) it is unsure how this will 
be implemented. The Government of Bali’s capital city Denpasar has additionally declared 
that it will ban vendors from giving out free plastic bags at markets and shops from 1 
January 2019 (Mardiastuti 2018). Barrow (2006:289) suggests that “sustainable 
development demands the ongoing management of outputs (waste and pollution) as well 
as inputs (food, water, living space, and other resources)”. In this chapter I therefore 
explore the socioeconomic context of waste management, the existing practices that 
contribute to plastic litter and the consequences this has for Canggu’s residents and 
environment. Examining these themes enables me to ask questions about how to “build 
foundations for sustainable relations between society and the environment” (Barrow 
2006:24). 
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This chapter examines the anthropogenic causes and social consequences of plastic 
litter in Canggu and describes how interlocutors experience Canggu’s beaches as being 
“dirty” (BI: kotor). The key research question I seek to answer in this chapter is: what are 
the socio-political causes and social-economic consequences of plastic litter in Canggu? 
My focus thus returns from the relationships with the intangible environment and threats of 
intangible impurities, to the material challenges of plastic litter and waste management. 
Living with plastic litter 
Exploring interlocutors’ experiences with plastic litter enables me to discuss how 
polluted beaches present challenges to the sustainability of Canggu’s tourism economy. 
The intention of investigating plastic litter is to contribute research that helps to identify 
ways of managing Bali’s environment sustainably, reducing global marine plastic litter and 
inform environmental policy and waste management. As my own and other existing 
research indicates (see MacRae and Rodic 2015; Lebreton et al. 2017), Bali’s waterways 
(e.g. rivers, lakes, irrigation canals, the sea) and their ecosystems face much pressure 
from plastic litter. Marine tourism is the main type of tourism in Canggu and waterways 
across Bali are the most polluted areas of the island, as marine plastic litter is 
anthropogenic and originates from land-based sources (Tibbetts 2015). This is because 
rivers, river beds and smaller waterways accessible from the road are used to dispose 
plastic waste (UNEP 2015:134), or are sites where plastic gathers, especially after rainfall. 
In this chapter I outline the anthropogenic causes and social consequences of plastic litter 
which I intend to contribute to addressing some of the obstacles Canggu’s residents and 
policy makers face. This chapter provides a contribution to discussions of environmental 
relations in Bali and how these are shaped by tourism activities as well as the 
consequences this has for the ways Balinese people manage waterways, waste and 
plastic litter. 
As I continued to have conversations with interlocutors about the current condition of 
the environment (BI: situasi lingkungan) in Bali, I noticed how challenging and at times 
uncomfortable this topic is. Methodologically, plastic litter posed difficulties, as questions 
about the causes and origins of waste can be understood as looking for blame and the 
definition of plastic poses challenges itself. Rather than identifying a ‘perpetrator’ and 
finding a way to point an accusative finger, my intention is to identify how interlocutors 
think of the causes and consequences of plastic in waterways. I draw on interviews and 
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participant observations of environmental management practices in regard to plastic litter 
in the context of tourism (see Hershkovitz 1993). 
In this chapter I argue that lack of access to resources, inadequate management 
practices and governance structures are social, economic and political factors shape 
environmental relations and ways of managing waste and plastic litter. These factors 
should therefore be taken into account in the development and adoption of environmental 
management practices and related policies and regulations. One key finding this chapter 
proposes is that interlocutors described that the key socioeconomic consequence of 
plastic litter is that tourists could stop coming to Bali if marine pollution increased. 
The data I discuss in this chapter show how plastic waste is understood to make 
waterways “dirty” and therefore poses a socio-economic and environmental challenge to 
the island’s ecosystems, its residents and the tourism economy. I focus on the collection 
end of waste management and the socioeconomic factors that shape waste management. 
Before presenting the data, I give a definition of plastic litter and outline the challenges 
this brings to environmental management. 
Plastic litter: definition and challenges to environmental management  
Throughout this thesis I use the term “waste management” to refer to what the UNEP 
(2015:8) describes as policy approach that covers four domains: environmental (including 
environmental impact and climate change), social (governance), economic (enterprise and 
creating sustainable livelihoods) and integration (Sustainable Development Goals). This 
includes managing the collection, separation, processing, recycling and eventual dumping 
of waste materials. These processes can vary according to local demands. This chapter is 
concerned with the social domain of the collection and discarding of domestic waste, 
particularly those practices that result in environmental degradation and plastic litter. 
In her work on the role of material characteristics of plastic in shaping perceptions of 
plastic litter, sociologist Max Liboiron focuses on how “matter and action are entwined” 
(Liboiron 2016:92). Liboiron situates her research in Science Technology Studies (STS) 
and argues that the scale of plastic as well as its size - 92 per cent of marine plastic are 
smaller than a grain of rice and are termed ‘microplastics’ - influence how scientists who 
study these plastics perceive and come to define them. Drawing on this approach, 
Liboiron argues against a functionalist notion of pollution as ‘matter out of place’, such as 
presented by Mary Douglas, and instead proposes a perspective which considers the 
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agency of the materiality of plastic in concepts of pollution. Liboiron argues that the 
difficulty of defining plastic litter, specifically in terms of size, chemicals and toxic qualities, 
consequently presents an obstacle in developing public policy and waste management 
strategies. Liboiron’s work suggest that identifying the difficulties in defining and 
conceptualising plastic pollution is one step towards developing environmental 
management policies and strategies that address plastic litter in Indonesia. Rather than 
taking an STS approach and engaging with the materiality of plastic and perceptions of it, 
I am interested in anthropogenic causes of plastic litter which I examine through a political 
ecology analysis of waste management. Liboiron’s work hints at some of the challenges to 
developing environmental policy and to social science approaches towards pollution, 
which I take into account in the analysis of this chapter and revisit in Chapter 7. Liboiron’s 
research also shows how contentious defining plastic is, as researchers debate whether 
these substances are toxic and what consequences they have on ecosystems, as 
chemists, toxicologists, policy makers and social scientists continue an unresolved debate 
on this. 
In this thesis, I use the term ‘pollution’ to refer to chemicals and materials, such as 
plastic, that have harmful environmental consequences and lead to environmental 
degradation. The most common plastic in Bali originates from domestic waste of 
consumer products and include PVC, PET and BPA. The negative consequences of 
plastic go beyond an aesthetic burden. Plastic is also considered environmentally 
degrading (Liboiron 2016:99; see also UNEP 2015) because of the negative 
consequences of unmanaged plastics to ecological health and beyond, which 
can entangle and choke animals; impair industrial infrastructure by 
entangling propellers, gears, or air intakes; reduce oxygen transfer in soils 
and sediments; and provide a vector for plasticizers to leach into other 
substances. 
In light of the controversy around the materiality and toxicological attributes of plastic, I 
deliberately leave out a more precise definition of plastic litter, with the aim that this will 
open up future discussion and multidisciplinary research. 
Causes of plastic litter and forms of mismanagement 
Sociocultural factors influence the ways people conceptualise their surroundings and 
shape environmental management practices and policies (MacRae 2012; MacRae and 
Rodic 2015; Schmidt 2017). MacRae (2012) has researched waste management projects 
in Bali through a review of small-to-large scale solid waste management policies and 
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technologies, and their effectiveness. In his study, he found that there is a considerable 
amount of awareness around the negative consequences plastic can have, but hurdles to 
sustainable management lie in sociocultural, economic and political factors, rather than 
technical ones. MacRae continued to study waste management in Bali with Rodic (2015). 
They adopted an Integrated Sustainable Waste Management (SWM) framework to 
research the physical component of waste handling in Bali, particularly waste collection. 
They investigated the “strategic aspects, including political, institutional, social, financial 
and technical” elements of waste handling and found that social factors such as 
organisation governance, reputation and social networks were contributors to the success 
of waste processing projects, rather than technological factors (MacRae and Rodic 
2015:311). MacRae and Rodic (2015) propose that Bali presents a good case study to 
research problems and solutions to solid waste management across tropical Asia. They 
present ethnographic material on the collection and disposal of waste and highlight “the 
complex local political, economic and other socio-cultural realities” involved in the success 
and failure of waste collection (MacRae and Rodic 2015:310). The existing insights of 
their research guides my discussion on the causes of plastic litter. By looking at waste 
management practices in this chapter, I add qualitative research on village administrators 
and small-scale tourism stakeholders and how they navigate the political, social and 
economic factors that lead to inequitable access to waste management facilities. In this 
section I identify existing practices of mismanaging waste, the drivers towards plastic litter 
that interlocutors described and the resulting environmental degradation. 
Burning plastic: “we don’t have a choice” 
Walking on a less popular beach in Canggu, I observed four large concrete slabs 
permanently placed in the sand. They were hollow tubes over 1 meter in diameter and 
about 1 meter tall, standing upright, forming a circle that opens to the sky. These were 
labelled ”tempat sampah” (BI: rubbish bin, see appendix 5, image 6) and often overflowed 
with waste that had been collected from the nearby businesses, the car park and waste 
littering the sand. As I walked towards them the first time, I thought about why these 
‘rubbish bins’ seemed unusual to me. The location and size was strange because these 
were large, permanent fixtures in the middle of the sand, outside the paved concrete 
confinements of the carpark. Upon closer inspection, I noticed that some were so full that 
they had piles of waste next to them and also traces of fire: black burn marks, indicating 
somebody had burned rubbish there. As I walked past these I wondered how they could 
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be emptied. A person could not lift these heavy concrete rings and a truck could not drive 
into the sand without getting stuck. Searching for answers about these questions, I 
interviewed a warung staff who worked by this beach. He told me that the rings were 
placed there by local banjar members, who paid for their instalment but did not provide 
any maintenance service: nobody comes to collect the waste here, which is therefore 
burned. During our conversation, he told me that he burns waste regularly, including 
plastic items. He further explained that he knows that the fumes can make him sick by 
giving him cancer, but he said ‘nobody cares’ (BI: tidak ada yang peduli) if he burns the 
waste. I asked him what he thinks the consequences are of burning waste, especially 
plastic, and he told me of the negative effects, such as that the fumes can cause cancer 
(BI: dapat kanker). While he did not elaborate on the consequences and admitted he does 
not have a deeper understanding (BI: mengerti) of the effects of the gases, he is aware of 
the negative health impacts. Another warung employee who works at a beach nearby also 
told me that he burns waste that is produced in the business of running the shop. He also 
said that he is aware of the negative consequences it can have to his health. He was also 
adamant that ‘nobody cares’ and then continued to tell me that burning plastic has good 
(BI: bagus) and bad (BI: buruk/negatif) consequences (BI: dampak): a positive 
consequence of burning waste is that it rids the area of plastic which would otherwise not 
be collected and hence continue to litter the beach. The negative effect is that the smoke 
is dangerous to human health (BI: merusak kesehatan). Despite awareness of the 
dangerous consequences of burning plastic, the workers saw burning waste as the only 
possible solution to get rid of their commercial waste in this desa. The beach was also 
where plastic washed up from the shore and nearby rivers, another way waste is 
discarded in parts of Bali. 
Discarding waste in waterways 
Plastic litter in waterways obstructs ecological flows by leeching toxins that can cause 
cancer in humans and animals. The toxic material also physically blocks waterways and 
causes flooding. In the sea, plastic debris kills sea life who ingest plastic pieces such as 
plastic bags which then choke these animals to death. I personally observed waste 
dumped into riverbeds in Canggu and documented accounts shared by residents. Seeing 
riverbeds filled with stuffed trash bags is common across Bali. In inland waterways and 
along beaches away from popular tourist destinations, plastic seems to be more 
prominent. Just a few minutes west from Canggu’s beaches are strips of sand filled with 
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plastic. One beach vendor suggested that this is because there is no infrastructure and no 
incentive to clean the plastic in the areas where tourism is less prominent. There are no 
tourists who complain and no beach vendors to clean so the plastic stays there, he 
suggested. Waste in waterways is washed out after rainfall and ends up by the beach and 
in the sea. One beach vendor told me about her frustration and how she has repeatedly 
faced the problem of people discarding plastic waste into waterways:57 
I don’t understand, why do people have to throw (their waste) into the 
rivers and don’t understand the consequences? Throwing (it) into the river 
creates flooding. I don’t understand why people still don’t know about 
cleanliness and throwing into the river. Sometimes I go up to people who 
are throwing away waste and ask them: ‘why do you throw waste here? It 
arrives at the beach! I’m a beach person. I see the waste arrive from the 
river. Yes, I’m really not happy when somebody throw waste into the river. 
Many people throw waste into waterways which creates many problems. 
The rain pushes it out, it’s happened many times before. People throw 
waste into the streets, the rivers every day and then when it rains, it floods! 
Residents, environmentalists and others share a frustration with the mismanagement of 
domestic waste. This occurs even before it can be collected by village administrative 
services, but even when village service providers collect domestic waste, it is unsure 
whether it will reach a dump or not (see Chapter 7). 
The way plastic and other domestic waste is discarded into waterways reminded me of 
the ways that things sebel are discarded into the sea and how the powers of Dewa 
Baruna are considered to purify a person from impurities. The post-mortem ceremony 
(see Chapter 4) I attended highlighted to me that waterways are cleansing and purify 
objects and intangible beings, such as the pitara of deceased people. Things sebel can be 
discarded in rivers and the sea, according to Bali Hindu concepts of the order of the world. 
Ashes of deceased people are thrown into the sea to be purified (BI: menyucikan) by 
Dewa Baruna. This characteristic appears to coincide and exist alongside the dumping of 
waste and other materially “dirty” (BI: kotor) objects into waterways, which I examine 
further in Chapter 8. Reports of collection trucks being used to dump waste into nearby 
rivers are frequent, according to my own observations and information shared by various 
interlocutors. One informant who works in an environmental organisation near Ubud told 
me that he estimates 4-5 trucks dump their waste into rivers daily. Discarding waste in 
                                             
57 See original transcript in appendix 3. 
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waterways such as rivers, estuaries and the sea are direct contributors to plastic litter and 
anthropogenic marine plastic debris. One key socioeconomic consequence of the large 
volume of plastic litter is that it is considered to contribute to a loss of business for those 
who work in Canggu’s marine tourism industry. 
Consequences of plastic litter 
One Bendesa Adat I spoke to told me about how he views the current condition of the 
environment (BI: situasi lingkungan) in his desa. To him, the biggest environmental 
problem is the cleanliness of the environment (BI: masalah kebersihan). He told me that it 
is clear that “waste makes the environment dirty, nothing else”. He continued to explain 
how all waste ends in the sea and passes through waterways and to address this 
problem, banjar members clean the beaches regularly, once a month or fortnightly. 
Members also clean the area around the location of a ceremony two days before every 
major event. This conversation showed me three aspects of life by the beach and living 
with plastic litter which I detail throughout this section: firstly, living by the beach shapes 
relationships with plastic litter and environment by knowing and observing plastic; 
secondly, waterways are understood as carriers of pollutants; thirdly, increased plastic 
litter by beaches is articulated to lead to a loss of business from tourism revenue. 
Life by the beach: knowing and observing plastic 
When I asked participants how they knew about the plastic that occupies Canggu’s 
waterways, they expressed a divide between people’s exposure to and experience of it - 
between those who live by the beach and coastal communities, and those who live in the 
mountains. Participants associated living by the beach with “caring” (BI: peduli) about the 
“cleanliness” (BI: kebersihan) of the beach, especially the stretch of sand they work at or 
visit frequently. This feeling for care is stronger among coastal communities than among 
those who live away from shore, up in the mountains, one informant suggested. ‘Those 
uphill, in the city, or on neighbouring islands, don’t care about pollution (BI: polusi), 
because they don’t see it’, is an attitude shared by several beach vendors and surf 
instructors. Those who reside by the beach and use the beach as economic resource, 
see, feel and experience the detrimental impacts of plastic litter. They see the piles of 
trash that wash up on the sand and gathers along the shoreline. Beach vendors touch the 
trash when they tidy up the area around their stall with a rake, something most beach 
vendors do on a daily basis. Surf instructors and beach vendors reported having 
conversations with international tourists about the waste, often with tourists expressing 
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their disdain over the at times overwhelming plastic litter. Two interlocutors told me that 
‘those who live by the beach know about the consequences’. Those who experience 
pollution and its consequences on health, social standing, negative reputation and 
economic situation through loss of business are aware of the problems associated with 
plastic litter and may also be invested in addressing the issue. Some participants attended 
and organised beach clean-up events, cleaned a stretch of sand regularly and educated 
beach visitors who are unfamiliar with the consequences of littering. I spoke to Nyoman 
about his knowledge of plastic in the marine environment, because he grew up by 
Canggu’s beaches and is involved in the governance of a beach-side banjar. He told me 
that people relate to plastic, by witnessing it in their immediate surrounding. When I asked 
him how he knows about the environmental situation and the problem of plastic, he 
responded:58 
Nyoman: We just observe.  
Thomas Wright: You see it for yourself? 
N: Yes. We see the impact of the guests. This is the good impact, this 
is the bad impact. We see this, we observe our environment. Sure, there 
are announcements by the government such as ‘if this is a problem, these 
are ways to overcome them’. Sure, we have such cases, but mostly we 
observe our environment ourselves. Each environment, each place has 
different ways of doing it, their ways aren’t the same.  
TW: And if you want more information, where do you get it from? 
N: From the district government, the provincial government (Kabupaten)  
While Nyoman describes how local governments distribute some information on 
environmental management to banjar members, he adds that most people who live by the 
beach experience the consequences of plastic litter first hand. A surf coach explained to 
me how important the sea is for his livelihood but expressed his disappointment in what 
he views to some extent as ‘carelessness’. Plastic litter seemed to play an important role 
in his life, as he expressed his upset about the current state of mismanaged plastic and 
how it may impact his livelihood as surf coach if plastic waste in the sea and waterways 
increases. He also outlined (in English) how uphill communities cause a problem of which 
they do not witness the consequences: 
For me the ocean, if clean, I like it, but you know, the people who live 
by the beach, they care about the ocean. But the people who live 5 km up 
                                             
58 Original transcript in appendix 3. 
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from the beach, to the north [up towards the mountains] they don't know 
about that one [plastic litter], about how to keep the area clean. Sometimes 
they burn the rubbish, sometimes they just throw it away. But by the beach, 
the people who work the beach, who live near the beach they know and 
try to keep it clean.  
Experiencing plastic directly by seeing and removing it regularly shapes the 
understanding of plastic of the residents of Canggu, a sea-side community that has 
economically prospered through lifestyle and marine tourism. Through increased 
exposure of working and living by the beach and in the sea, informants learned first-hand 
about how plastic clogs up waterways, affects sea life and is a constant presence in Bali’s 
waterways. In addition, the social interactions beach vendors have with tourists play a role 
in shaping their relationships with plastic litter, as they learn about the negative views 
visitors have of the current situation of plastic litter at Bali’s beaches. By living by the 
beach, beach vendors also observe first-hand how rivers and the sea carry plastic, the 
material that makes the marine environment “dirty”. The following section outlines what 
interlocutors said about the causes and social consequences of plastic litter in waterways. 
Plastic litter in waterways 
One of the most common responses when I asked Balinese people where the waste 
(BI: sampah) comes from was that it is transmitted either through nearby rivers, or from 
neighbouring islands over the sea. Several informants told me that plastic comes from 
upstream rivers and is washed out after heavy rainfall. “If it rains, there is plastic”, was a 
common reply. Waste material ends up in waterways, rice fields and beaches. Plastic – 
being something people referred to as “dirty” (BI: kotor) - is expressed as a seasonal 
problem, associated with the wet season. “If there is heavy rain, lots of rubbish comes out 
from the rivers and ends by the beach”, I was told by one Balinese surf instructor who 
explained what he saw as the origin of plastic litter. Such a statement implies that plastic 
is brought from upstream rivers, from where it ends in the sea where waves, currents and 
winds push it ashore. Attributing plastic to waterways in this way seems to push aside 
anthropogenic causes and instead categorise plastic as seasonal phenomenon, part of 
the island’s ecological cycle. 
An international, interdisciplinary study published in the journal Nature, confirms the 
observations that rivers are transmitters of plastic waste. The study of the role of rivers as 
contributors to marine plastic debris demonstrated that global plastic waste comes mostly 
from Asian rivers, including four major polluting rivers in Java, Indonesia (Lebreton et al. 
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2017). This study confirms interlocutor’s sentiment that waterways are a core contributor 
to marine plastic debris because they are used to dump domestic waste and then flush 
out the remains during heavy rains. 
The sea is also understood to be a medium for waste distribution. Several surf 
instructors and beach vendors explained to me how plastic travels to Bali’s coastline from 
neighbouring islands, particularly Java (see MacRae2012). This is explained by describing 
the sea currents and the wind, which are understood to blow from Java to Bali’s coastline 
during the rainy season from October to April. How the seasonal change in currents, 
winds and rainfall contribute to marine pollution is expressed by a Balinese beach vendor 
from Canggu who has worked as a life saver in Kuta beach before starting his own bar 
and beach business in Canggu. He told me that “during the wet season the west wind 
brings waste from Java”. 
Both perspectives - of plastic originating from upstream rivers and from neighbouring 
islands - suggest that plastic does not originate from within beach communities like 
Canggu. Interlocutors therefore mostly describe the sources of plastic litter to be outside 
of their own community. Such claims may only be partially true, as I have witnessed 
littering by beach goers themselves. Existing research documents that much waste is 
dumped into river beds all year round in Bali, including in the dry season (MacRae and 
Rodic 2015; UNEP 251:134). A study conducted by the Centre for Remote Sensing and 
Ocean Sciences, Universitas Udayana, analysed the types of waste found on Kuta beach 
through a macro debris analysis that classifies objects larger that 2.5cm. The study 
showed that 75 per cent of waste found on the beach consisted of plastic (Suriyani 2017). 
Of this, the researchers found that 52 per cent originated from land-based sources from 
the direct area, while only an estimated 14 per cent was carried there by ocean currents. 
The land-based sources are rivers and riverbeds, which may not flow in the dry season. 
Combined with the changing wind patterns, this leads to a seasonality of plastic litter on 
south Bali’s beaches and across Indonesia. Beach communities may not experience 
waste as much in the dry season, because waste that is tossed in riverbeds is not flushed 
away until heavy rainfall. Interlocutors told me that the source of plastic litter is considered 
to be outside of their desa, either upstream or off-shore and informants often did not 
speak of humans as directly causing plastic litter. These interviews, conversations and 
observations show how informants consider waterways as transmitting plastic, which is 
perceived as making waterways and the marine environment “dirty” and how interlocutors 
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attribute the sources of waste to be outside of the village they reside in. In addition, 
interlocutors told me that they see plastic litter as negatively impacting the tourism trade in 
Canggu, as polluted beaches are considered to lead to a loss of business in marine 
tourism. 
Polluted beaches and loss of business 
Many small-scale tourism stakeholders are worried about reduced business as a direct 
result of increased plastic litter. Several participants said that tourists like clean beaches 
which provide an attraction to national and international visitors. One manager of a Bali-
based environmental not-for-profit organisation said that “Bali depends on the beautiful 
beaches as its famous tourism destination. Dirty beaches are really threats for Bali’s 
tourism” (Original in English). The threats in this case are considered as mostly economic, 
as polluted beaches can mean a reduced chance to conduct business by the beach, as 
one surf instructor described it: “economically, in terms of tourism, if you don't have a 
clean place, of course the visitor or the tourist who comes, wants to feel comfortable and 
that (more waste) will reduce our profits”. Tourists are considered to value a clean beach, 
as one beach bar staff told me: “If the beach is clean, automatically there will be more 
tourists. Because they value the cleanliness”. One village leader expressed his concern 
that visitors would stop coming to Bali if the problem of mismanaged waste is not 
addressed, perhaps because they choose other destinations which have a ‘cleaner’ 
reputation: “If the environment is clean, tourists will increase. If the environment is dirty, 
I’m sure tourists will leave”. Plastic litter therefore presents an economic threat to those 
who work in the marine tourism industry. One middle-aged beach vendor told me she was 
certain that if the pollution increased in Bali, tourists would stop coming. Instead of coming 
to Canggu’s beaches, they would either seek out other, cleaner parts of Bali or go to other 
islands. The data show that small-scale tourism business operators see plastic litter as 
having negative socio-economic effects, as they described that a marine environment free 
from plastic litter is important to attract visitors (see Margules et al. 2014). Beach vendors 
and surf coaches repeatedly suggested that if plastic litter increases, it could directly affect 
their trade as they expect that tourists will go elsewhere, to cleaner islands in Indonesia or 
to cleaner destinations overall. That ineffective waste management can have negative 
consequence to tourism revenue is also substantiated in a UNEP (2015:8) report, which 
found that “the loss of tourist income from poor solid waste management was high and 
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likely more than the cost of implementing a modern SWM [Sustainable Waste 
Management] system”. 
The manager of one Bali-based environmental education NGO concerned with 
environmental education programs described to me how environmental management 
practices are perceived to be shaped by a lack of governance and unregulated tourism 
developments. The Balinese manager explained to me how comprehensive the problem 
of waste management is:59 
It is an overdeveloped South Bali in the name of tourism. Tourism has 
been everyone’s favourite for so long that in Bali we develop this mind-set 
to put tourism as our top priority. The threats not just come from those who 
have big money and want to invade Bali but also from the government 
which carelessly issues any permit to secure this situation. Generally the 
waste management in Bali needs to be improved: the mind-set, the 
regulation, the waste collection system, the waste transport and the waste 
facility to process the waste. There is lack of proper waste management 
everywhere. 
This shows the multifaceted character of waste management in Bali, which goes 
beyond environmental and social factors, but includes economic and governance issues. 
The perspective of this NGO employee emphasises how existing political economic 
obstacles create tensions around waste management that are evident in the tourism 
economy. In the case of Canggu, I thought back to the beach clean-up events I had 
attended that were organised by local and foreign volunteers. Some participants of these 
events are born in this area, some are international visitors. Beach clean-ups were often 
organised by beaches that are considered sacred sites and are popular areas for leisure 
activities. How does the context of tourism influence the ways in which waste is managed 
in Canggu? MacRae and Rodic (2015:312) describe the role of tourism and the expatriate 
community as encouraging and influencing clean-up activities: 
Bali is in some respects atypical, because of its tourism-driven 
prosperity and consequently high levels of consumption and waste, but 
also an equally atypical tourism- and expatriate-driven awareness of waste 
problems and resulting initiatives to address them. But these two factors 
somewhat balance each other out and in other respects Bali may usefully 
be seen as an intensified case of a pattern typical of Indonesia and of 
tropical Asia more widely. 
                                             
59 This quote is the original interview excerpt. 
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MacRae and Rodic identify the tourism and expatriate community as driving awareness 
of plastic litter and the negative consequences environmental pollution can have for the 
tourism industry. The beach vendors and village leaders I interviewed also shared this 
sentiment with me. Balinese vendors explained how they consider tourists and expatriates 
as viewing plastic litter negatively, because their customers and expatriate friends tell 
them that they may stop coming or move elsewhere if plastic litter were to get worse. 
Plastic and other mismanaged waste is understood – by Balinese and non-Balinese 
people - to be a negative economic factor, because an increase in plastic litter is 
considered to contribute to a loss of tourist revenue. Aside an ecological toxin that causes 
environmental degradation, mismanaged plastic is also a social and economic 
obstruction. It is associated with negative connotations such as being “dirty”, but also 
poses an economic risk that can lead to loss of business in marine tourism. All of these 
factors make the reduction of plastic litter a considerable challenge for waste 
management. 
Plastic litter and socioeconomic challenges for waste management 
Interlocutors described plastic litter and the current state of Canggu’s marine 
environment, plastic and other waste as “kotor” (BI: dirty). This implies it is unclean or 
“dirty” and has negative socioeconomic consequences on tourism businesses. Surf 
instructors, beach vendors, NGO and government workers often described plastic and the 
consequences it has in different terms to researchers. Rather than describing the 
anthropogenic causes or chemical and toxic consequences of plastic, such as Liboiron 
(2016) does, Canggu’s residents, marine tourism workers and government officers often 
described the aesthetic and economic consequences of plastic. Waste collectors and 
beach bar staff knew about the negative consequences of burning plastic and plastic litter 
but continued to mismanage it, because “nobody cares” and they “don’t have a choice”. 
This indicates that appropriate waste management services are not available to small 
businesses and residents, even though the desa administration is tasked to provide these. 
My research indicates that there is not a great need to only raise awareness and educate 
Bali’s residents about the negative consequences of plastic litter, because these are 
generally well known in Canggu, particularly by those who work in the tourism industry. 
Awareness and education campaigns may be beneficial in more rural areas, especially 
near rivers, to teach about the ecological and toxic effects of plastic on wildlife. There is a 
great need for services and infrastructure in Canggu. Free or low-cost (“low-cost” in this 
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context may be around $3-5/month per business or household) waste collection to all 
residents and easier access to appropriate infrastructure, such as waste processing 
plants, trucks for transportation or a recycling centre may be helpful to improve waste 
collection and reduce plastic litter. 
The demands and opportunities that arise from the tourism economy shape 
environmental relationships in Bali and sociocultural and economic factors shape forms of 
environmental management. These factors enable or prevent the success of a waste 
management project, rather than technological or economic ones. MacRae and Rodic 
(2015:311) also identified burning plastic and dumping it in waterways as a significant 
consequence of existing economic constrains. They observe that “most waste in 
Indonesia still gets dumped - anywhere convenient and free of cost for the generator, with 
roadsides and watercourses most convenient of all”. The desas in Canggu do not have 
enough funds to provide free collection and struggle to pay for access to trucks, fuel and 
entry fees to dumps near Denpasar. I was told by a desa staff that they can not afford the 
petrol and the entry costs of the government waste dump in Suwung (southeast of 
Denpasar), so he burns the waste, after collecting it. Government dumps are also 
reported to be operating at full capacity (Chamber 2015). Some households hire private 
companies, but the fees are often out of reach for low socio-economic households. One 
company charges 690,000Rp for six months - around A$12 per month - to collect and 
recycle domestic waste from households (Eco Bali 2017). Aside behavioural and social 
hurdles to waste management, financial resources pose challenges to village 
administrators and households to provide and access waste management services. 
Access to waste management facilities and services therefore also pose inequalities. 
Economic hurdles situate lower socio-economic households and small businesses in a 
challenged position to handle their waste appropriately, such as in recycling centres or by 
accessing waste landfills. By referencing policy and governance approaches that can 
contribute to waste prevention through regulation and economic instruments (UNEP 
2015:146-159), I continue the discussion on plastic litter through waste management and 
policy in Chapter 7. 
Conclusion 
In this chapter I discussed the practices of mismanaging waste that lead to plastic litter 
in Canggu and analyse its anthropogenic causes and social consequences. I find that 
inefficient management by government bodies (both local and regional), as well as by 
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individuals, leads to plastic litter and that interlocutors have at times attributed this to 
ecological rather than anthropogenic causes. Canggu’s residents are aware of the 
negative consequences of plastic to waterway ecology but continue to discard domestic 
waste into rivers because they claim to not have any alternatives. Plastic litter in Canggu 
is feared to have negative economic consequences, as tourism operators, NGO workers 
and village leaders fear a reduction in tourism business. They fear that tourists will avoid 
Bali’s beaches if they become more littered with plastic. To make waste management in 
Canggu and environmental management generally more sustainable and avoid 
ecological, economic and social risks, I discuss the benefits of integrated environmental 
management approaches. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 7: Managing environment: beyond the 
physical 
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After I continued to have conversations about the topic of plastic pollution in Canggu, I 
was introduced to Kadek, an employee of a desa dinas who works in waste collection and 
disposal. He told me that he collects waste from households and rivers and brings it to a 
dump within the village, where it is burnt. He invited my assistant and I to go and see the 
local dump, only a few hundred meters from a popular beach. There was a small water 
stream (BI: god) next to where the three of us sat, under a tree that was marked with a 
black and white sarong, the characteristics of a sacred tree.60 Kadek explained to us that 
they used to burn the rubbish right next to the tree, up until a few years ago. Then one of 
the workers injured their leg at the site. Kadek and his co-workers got a “feeling” (BI: 
merasa) that the large tree was inhabited by a “spirit” (BI: roh): “he (his colleague) had an 
instinct/intuition that this area could not be dirty” (BI: dia punya instik, di sini tak boleh 
kotor). The workers therefore established a “pura” (BB: temple) so that the workers can 
pray (BI: sembahyang) by the tree, which he also referred to as a Pelinggih (see Chapter 
5). I asked him to clarify what led the men to establish this fenced off site and he said that 
it was clear that “somebody/something lives inside”. When I asked who, he replied that he 
does not know, but it is a sacred and intangible being or spirit that can not be seen (BI: 
Yang jelas ada yang tinggal disini. [Me]: Siapa? [Kadek]: Tidak tahu. Pitara yang tidak 
dilihat, roh-roh itu.). Around the tree was now a bamboo fence, only about 2 meters away 
from the tree trunk. The ground within the fence was swept clean, without any sign of 
litter. Waste laid scattered around outside this area, which Kadek said had come from the 
nearby small water canal (BI: god), after recent rain flooded it. I saw styrofoam cups, 
plastic cups, Teh Gelas61 cups and plastic bags. When I asked him why they burn their 
waste here, he replied that they “don’t have a choice” (BI: tidak ada pilihan). He knows 
that burning plastic has negative consequences but claims there is no alternative solution 
to managing waste (BI: Dampaknya (sampah) jelek, cuman tidak ada pilihan. Kita tahu 
bahwa itu tidak bagus, tapi tidak ada solusi). He claimed that it is too expensive in fuel 
and entrance fees to drive to Suwung, a waste disposal landfill owned by the Regional 
Government situated near Serangan 5km southeast of Denpasar. Paying for private 
management services is also too expensive, he explained. 
                                             
60 See appendix 5, image 7 – 8. 
61 A popular, tea-based soft drink. 
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Kadek’s story shows a relationship to the ‘unseen realm’ that exists in the daily lives of 
Balinese people and that presents a reality to Canggu’s residents. The anecdote also 
shows some of the financial obstacles village staff face to dispose waste into landfills. 
Intangible actors and metaphysical relationships influence waste management, such as 
determining the site of a dump. It was interesting to me to observe the contrast between 
the sacred area around the tree that was kept clean and tidy. The area is swept every day 
and given offerings (BB: banten) while immediately around this, the site is littered with 
plastic in various forms of domestic waste such as food and beverage wrappers. This 
illustrates a key argument I propose, namely that intangible relationships with environment 
have consequences on the ways Balinese people relate to and conceptualise 
environment, and that religious factors shape waste management practices in Bali (see 
Drew 2016:77). One of Ketut’s colleagues told me that people, including he himself, burn 
waste because governments do not provide the required waste disposal services. Another 
Balinese village administration officer later told me that desa and banjar governance 
bodies are responsible for waste management, but claimed they are not financially able to 
provide the necessary infrastructure and services. All of these interlocutors told me that 
they have no alternatives accessible and therefore rid their waste by burning it. The 
experience with the deity in the tree indicated to me that niskala beings can influence 
decisions about waste management in Canggu. 
This chapter is concerned with answering two core research questions: how are water 
and plastic litter managed in the tourism economy in Bali? And how do Balinese people 
understand and practice environmental management? The intention of this chapter is to 
analyse the data I presented throughout the dissertation and discuss the need to rethink 
Bali Hindu engagements with the world and environmental management practices. I argue 
that the multiple relationships with environment are practiced simultaneously, which 
presents the need for social scientists to redefine human-environment relationships as 
binary, rather than as a dichotomy and the consequences this has for anthropological 
articulations of water and pollution. The applied implications of this may extend beyond 
academic descriptions, towards development and environmental management policies 
(see Chapter 8). In this chapter, I revisit anthropological fascinations with ritual practice 
and how these are entangled in physical and metaphysical relationships with environment. 
I argue that Bali Hindu concepts of the world influence environmental management 
practices and find that water management strategies in Canggu may benefit from 
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considering not only the agency of intangible actors, but also existing village 
administration systems and governance structures, such as banjars and desas. I further 
advance two key arguments I have begun to outline throughout this dissertation in regard 
to environmental management: firstly, there are types of environmental issues that are 
solved through ceremonies because they correspond to a Bali Hindu order of the world; 
and secondly, environmental management policy and practices should be inclusive of Bali 
Hindu environmental relationships and sociocultural factors, such as that the presence of 
intangible beings determines the site of a village landfill, to ensure the future sustainability 
and social acceptance of continued tourism development in Bali. 
Environmental management: beyond government policy 
The ways that Balinese people express themselves and describe their world, the 
events and processes that surround them, shape Balinese engagements with the physical 
environment. Digging a channel to irrigate water into a rice field is not only an act of 
physically manipulating the flow of water and allowing nutrients and water to enter into a 
rice field. To Bali Hindus, this process is also an engagement with niskala. Water irrigation 
for rice cultivation is regulated by the subak, who determine processes according to their 
understanding of time and space. Irrigating water requires engagement with Dewi 
Gangga, the goddess of water and Dewi Sri, the goddess of rice. Maintaining the 
continuity of Batu Bolong as a tourist destination requires establishing and maintaining 
boundaries between sacred and commercial spaces, through the establishment of Pura 
Batu Lumbang. Conducting rituals that are required according to the Bali Hindu order of 
the world is pertinent to not upset deities and intangible beings (BI: roh-roh gaib), anger 
them, and to ensure a prosperous continuation of marine tourism in Canggu. Using 
ethnography and political ecology as critical approaches to types of environmental 
management has enabled me to identify and discuss Bali Hindu engagements with the 
world. This enables me to contribute to existing critiques of “Western” approaches to 
environmental management, because “throughout much development activity runs a 
Western, liberal democratic bias (something also true of environmental concern and 
environmental management)” (Barrow 2006:4; see also Strang 2009). My data show that 
intangible relationships with the world influence decisions around waste management, 
such as by determining the site of a village dump. Additionally, I suggest that existing 
management resources and governance structures are inefficient in addressing plastic 
litter in Canggu. This leads me to suggest in this chapter that environmental management 
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approaches should seek to extent government policy and integrate local governance 
bodies, such as on banjar and desa level, as well as Bali Hindu religious practices to 
assure social acceptance and localised efficiency. 
Studying plastic litter and sebel enabled me to discuss the concepts and practices that 
shape Balinese people’s relationships with the sekala and niskala and ways to manage 
plastic litter. To Balinese people, there exists material pollution that is visible and exists in 
terms of sekala, and sebel as an intangible impurity that is niskala. Keeping sebel out of 
sacred spaces is required to prevent a state of kacau (BI: disorder). Plastic is described 
as a material pollution that makes environment “dirty” (BI: kotor), and can be managed 
through sweeping, raking and removing the material from the environment, such as a 
beach or waterway. Sebel is not visible itself but relates to intangible qualities, such as the 
“feeling” inside a person that is managed through purification rituals. Batu Bolong can 
simultaneously be “dirty” (BI: kotor) with plastic, and “sacred” (BI: suci) in niskala terms. A 
place can also be “sebel” but materially “bersih” (BI: clean). These conceptions of the 
same place can coexist simultaneously and are not exclusive. 
Environmental relations and conceptions are changing and also continuing: while 
ceremonies are practiced and boundaries established and preserved to maintain the Bali 
Hindu world order, the “ritual technology” of rice farming is not as evident in groundwater 
extraction among large tourism businesses, such as foreign-owned beach clubs and 
hotels (see Chapter 3). Canggu’s village leaders actively manage Batu Bolong, by building 
Pura Batu Lumbang as a reaction to something they considered to disturb the order of the 
world. This finding stands in line with existing research that identifies how ritual practices 
shape human-environment relationships (Alley 2002; Hastrup 2012; Strauß 2015). With 
this chapter, I explore the various forms of environmental management evident in Canggu 
and describe how ceremonies are described as ordering the world beyond shaping a 
physical surrounding. 
Rethinking engagements with the world: rituals and management 
It is worth reconsidering the difficulty of translating and articulating concepts (see 
Chapter 1). From an economic perspective, environment is something that can be 
controlled and managed, such as by building dams. In a world that is ordered through a 
balance of tangible and intangible actors and the constant threat of disorder and chaos 
from entering a particular area, it is necessary to conduct ceremonies and establish 
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boundaries that uphold the separation between sacred, economic and leisure spaces (see 
Chapter 5). Roth (2014) suggests that the Water Law of 2004 has affirmed increased 
state control over water resources and enabled inequitable freshwater consumption. While 
this law has since been overruled, it is still unclear how new laws will be developed, after 
a decision in 2013 to return to the water legislation from 1974. Law 7/1974 placed greater 
control in regional governments in managing their freshwater and drinking water supplies, 
but the consequences this has for the involvement of regency governments (e.g. 
Kabupaten Badung) remains to be examined. Policies that favour economic development, 
such as the central government’s approach to tourism development, currently do not 
include the significance of Bali Hindu ritual practices and their role in environmental 
management. 
In his discussion of the “social production and cultural construction of place” 
(2001:141), Arturo Escobar (2001:151) suggests that “political ecologists and ecological 
anthropologists have reopened […] the project of demonstrating that many rural 
communities in the Third World “construct” nature in strikingly different ways from 
prevalent modern forms [and use] their natural environments in very particular ways”. 
Escobar provides a necessary bridge between ethnography and political ecology and their 
applied uses. He continues to suggest that taking an ethnographic approach to human 
relationships with environment reveals “a significantly different set of practices for thinking 
about, relating to, constructing and experiencing the biological and the natural.” (Escobar 
2001:151). With this, he puts forward two arguments: first, that scholars and policy makers 
should investigate how societies conceptualise “nature” (see also Strang 2009), and 
secondly how “nature” is used. Taking a multidisciplinary approach to environmental 
issues and management practices is particularly important to shape suitable policies. 
Strang (2009; see also Drew 2016) has argued that integrating the social and natural 
sciences into another is appropriate in finding solutions to environmental challenges. She 
suggests that “both kinds (social and natural sciences) of expertise are needed if we are 
to succeed in explaining the complexities of global environmental problems and assist 
decision makers in finding solutions to these” (Strang 2009:4). Influenced by Escobar and 
Strang, I present a qualitative analysis of forms of engagement with environment, with the 
intention to inform sustainable and socially acceptable environmental policy and tourism 
development in Bali. 
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I have discussed two forms of engagement with environment in Bali: the economic 
approach of considering environment as a resource, where freshwater and waterways can 
be managed through policies, physical manipulation and other actions that relate to the 
physical manipulation of an environment and human behaviour. Freshwater and the 
marine environment are, through this lens, a resource required to maintain Canggu’s 
tourism economy. Aside the obvious need for survival, freshwater is required to water 
gardens, maintain hotels, bars and restaurants that cater to tourism business. Beaches 
and waves present tourist attractions and plastic litter is considered to be a potential threat 
to this ‘resource’, as beach vendors described to me how more plastic litter could lead to a 
loss of business (Chapter 6). A second way to think through engagements with 
environment is to consider engagements with the world in terms of the niskala, which I 
outlined on the examples of sebel, ceremonies and ritual offerings in Chapters 4 and 5. 
Sociocultural factors and lived experiences shape decision making processes around 
types of engagements with environment and management practices. By exploring her own 
field experience with the presence of ancestors and rituals that mitigate and interact with 
an intangible realm, Sullivan (2017) suggests that ontological situatedness influences 
decision making and political and economic processes. She (ibid:226) argues for the need 
to consider “natures-beyond-the-human” and that “locating agency in beings-beyond-the-
human, then, might be one route towards bringing nonhuman others more clearly into 
presence as distinctive actors and interpretants alongside us in the rich, relational 
'ecology of selves' we live with(in)”. The examples of the agency of intangible actors and 
how Bali Hindus seek to influence the actions of deities through rituals indicates that it is 
important to consider the tangible and intangible realm in Bali as intersecting and 
occurring simultaneously, rather than dichotomising them as either / or. 
Bali Hindu engagements with the world 
Bali Hindus conduct ceremonies to maintain the sustainability of all life processes: by 
asking for appeasement from deities, these are attributed with the ability to maintain, or 
hinder the continuity of life processes and the order of the world. Balinese understand 
themselves and their surroundings beyond the physical and tangible ‘environment’, in 
terms of sekala and niskala. All events and phenomena are subject to the agency of the 
deities that inhabit the world. Environmental management includes making decisions 
about and controlling resource use, potential environmental opportunities and threats (see 
Chapter 2). To Balinese people, to control and sustain the ecology of their surroundings 
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and continue all life processes requires the management, appeasement and continued 
interaction with the deities who control humans, animals and events. 
Throughout the 20th century, anthropologists have asked whether rituals are forms of 
‘magic’ used to control an environment (Evans-Pritchard [1937] 1976; King 2011; 
Malinowski 1948; Pedersen and Dharmiasih 2015; Rappaport 1984). Magic, religion and 
science have been defined (from Durkheim to Levi-Strauss) as incompatible and exclusive 
modes of thought. While “magic” has been considered as “automatically effective” over 
the “forces of nature”, Hildred Geertz (1995:7) suggests that religious worship is 
considered to do the opposite, to bend humans to the will of deities. Thinking of magic and 
religious worship in this way, she (ibid:7-8) further suggests that these two modes of 
thinking stand in opposition to scientific thinking, where technological tools can be used to 
control nature. Throughout this thesis I have sought to demonstrate that religious 
practices and engaging in the tourism economy are not exclusive and suggest they should 
be considered as engagement with environment, and not be dismissed as “magic” or 
inconsequential ritual. Balinese people think of environment both as sacred in some parts, 
while in other parts it can be commodified for economic gains. The important distinction 
interlocutors outlined is that the boundaries between these two spaces must be 
established and maintained to ensure the order of the world is not disturbed. Leaving the 
narrative of “magic” behind, I situate myself in literature on human relationships with 
environment and explore how thinking of rituals as forms of environmental management 
may benefit the sustainability of tourism development in Bali. Investigating rituals is 
important because social scientists and policy makers should recognise that “Hindu-
Balinese widely share the belief that ritual is crucial for the wellbeing of everything.” 
(Pedersen and Dharmiasih 2015:147). Through an environmental management 
perspective that accepts the agency of intangible beings, I suggest that ceremonies and 
other decisions but engagements with the world, such as establishing Pura Batu 
Lumbang, may be understood as shaping a particular area by physically and 
metaphysically establishing boundaries around sacred sites. These boundaries influence 
the actions of people, such as by determining the site of a village waste dump or the site 
of cremation and purification rituals. To a Balinese person, ceremonies may be 
understood as ordering the world and preventing a state of disorder and chaos from 
entering a desa or banjar. Rituals are a type of environmental engagement that are the 
consequence of the presence of deities and spirits (BI: roh-roh gaib) and are actions that 
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are shaped by Bali Hindu concepts of the world. In turn, rituals also shape and have 
consequences on intangible actors and the niskala. 
Similar to Lansing’s approach in “Priests and Programmers”, I investigate how Balinese 
people articulate themselves and their surroundings and how ritual practices shape their 
physical surroundings (Lansing 2009; see also Hobart 2000). Lansing presents a case for 
the uniqueness of the difference between Balinese and “Western” society. While he 
suggests there are “structural” differences, he (Lansing 2009:8) continues to urge social 
scientists to critically reflect on their own subjectivity and ethnocentric position when 
thinking about Balinese society and their engagement with the world: 
Of potentially greater significance [than the structural differences] is the 
observation that the water temples inhabit a world that is largely outside 
the domain of social theory as it is presently constituted. To define the 
water temple system, to bring the temples forward, will require us to 
broaden the perspective from which we view social institutions, and in this 
way to challenge the Eurocentric focus of Western social theory.  
Humans and things sebel as well as sicknesses are disturbances that are the results of 
a particular area being “dirty” (BI: kotor). Such disturbances require rituals and offerings to 
appease deities. If rituals are done correctly by conducting relevant ceremonies and giving 
appropriate offerings, deities also influence the lives of Balinese people, such as by 
supplying beach vendors with customers. These hybrid relationships between tourism, 
religion and tangible and intangible realms demand an expansion of Eurocentric thought 
models. Lansing’s critically reflective insight into Western social theory challenges social 
scientists to acknowledge the efficacy of the intangible realm and its actors according to 
Bali Hindu religious practices. This leads me to propose to integrate Balinese notions of 
binaries between sacred and non-sacred, sekala and niskala, into environmental 
management approaches. The argument that ceremonies are a type of environmental 
management is not new, as Lansing (2009) has written about the “engineered landscape” 
and “ritual technology” among the subak as social relationships and performed practices 
that permeate rice cultivation in Bali. 
The notion of “ritual technology” applies specifically to the performative rituals of work 
that engage social groups in planting and harvesting rice. I propose that there is a 
similarity between rice cultivation and marine tourism in the ways ceremonial practices are 
employed by Bali Hindus to maintain the order and continuity of their world according to 
the existence of sekala and niskala. Bali Hindu rituals are conducted in the context of the 
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marine tourism economy in Canggu, too. Vendors, staff, shop holders and their families 
must give regular offerings to the deities in whose presence they conduct their business. 
Running a stall by the beach requires daily offerings to Dewa Baruna. The deities must be 
thanked for the business they provide, by sharing the profits with them as I observed Ketut 
and other vendors do daily. As a result of this human agency, deities may choose to 
continue to send tourists to Canggu, who will spend their money at local businesses, 
bringing economic benefits to the region. Deities, like humans, therefore have the agency 
to affect consequences on the world. It is important that the order of the Bali Hindu world 
is maintained62 and to avoid offending deities by letting people enter a sacred site 
‘carelessly’ (see Chapter 5). Ceremonies such as praying for good business and 
establishing a temple on a sacred area may be understood as an engagement both with 
the physical and metaphysical realm. MacRae (1997:263) suggests that ceremonies are  
a set of practices for mediating, negotiating, balancing the relationship 
between the sekala world of appearances, […] and the niskala one of 
forces and beings upon which it is all believed to depend, but are invisible 
to ordinary social science. 
MacRae documents a similar observation I discussed in Chapter 5 about the 
construction of Pura Batu Lumbang as well as the prayers for good business. Ceremonies 
shape the physical environment, by physically constructing a pura and leaving offerings 
behind after daily ceremonies. Ceremonies are also conducted to establish boundaries 
between sacred, economic and leisure spaces and to ensure the continuity of life and 
economic processes. As a result of ongoing tourism development and other changes, 
relationships with environment are redefined 
Redefining environmental relationships 
The example I discuss in this chapter shows the role of intangible relationships with 
environment: when the desa waste collectors learned about the presence of beings in the 
tree where they burnt their rubbish, they moved the site to burn the waste. The tree 
became a sacred site that was ritually maintained by making regular offerings and 
sweeping it daily. The stark contrast between the tree and its surroundings has similarities 
to the establishment and maintenance of the boundaries at Pura Batu Lumbang, that was 
                                             
62 See Mark Hobart for a discussion of the relationship between sacredness and an order of the world: 
“Ida Sang Hyang Widhi Wasa is Divinity as order, what orders, the power of order(s)” (Hobart 1990: 25). 
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constructed to keep sebel out of the sacred site (see Chapter 5). The sacred tree was 
established to avoid injury and to avoid upsetting the presence of the being in the tree 
which was later decorated with a white and orange sarong.63 The ground was swept 
clean, kept tidy and was ceremonially serviced (BI: diupacarai) daily, while immediately 
outside the small wooden fence were remnants of plastic waste, that would later be 
burned a few meters away. Keeping the area tidy was part of the ritual maintenance of the 
site which should not be disturbed by burning waste approximately 10 meters next to it. 
Interlocutors expressed no concern about this, because the sacred site was ritually 
serviced and clearly fenced off, demarcating the sacred site and distinguishing it from the 
‘normal space’ (BI: tempat biasa) where waste could be burned. Burning plastic did not 
negatively impact the sacred site (BI: tempat suci). While in sekala terms there was waste 
around the dump, in niskala terms the sacred site was ritually serviced (BI: diupacarai) 
and things sebel were kept outside. The same order of the world that was maintained with 
Pura Batu Lumbang was also maintained by establishing this tree as a sacred site, as 
both examples outline establishing a Pelinggih that would keep things ‘dirty’ out of a 
particularly sacred area and maintain the order of the world. The threat of disorder (BI: 
kacau) which the Bendesa described to me was evident in the example of the sacred tree, 
because a worker was injured, which was interpreted as the result of violating or 
neglecting to establish and maintain the boundaries between sacred and leisure/economic 
spaces. This clear demarcation of space, the ritual management of the sacred site and 
adhering to religious protocol around the site, meant that the boundaries that manifested 
the spatialisation of sacred sites and the order of the Bali Hindu world were upheld here. 
Plastic could be burned meters away from the sacred site, without interfering with its 
‘sacredness’. After the site of burning waste was moved, material pollution could be 
managed while the intangible order of the space was established and maintained.  
The anecdote of the sacred tree demonstrates how the ways Balinese relate to plastic, 
waterways and environment are fundamentally part of Bali Hindu conceptions of 
environment and the context of religious practices. This example also shows how the 
niskala and intangible relationships influence environmental management practices, 
because the existence of a sacred space meant that the desa workers had to move their 
                                             
63 A piece of cloth wrapped around sacred entities like trees and statures. In a different colour variation 
also worn by men during ceremonies. 
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waste management practices to another area. Bali Hindu concepts of environment such 
as the spatialisation of sacred sites influence waste management. While plastic is 
managed by collecting plastic waste, niskala disturbances, such as sebel, are managed 
through ceremonies and by constructing temples (see Chapter 5). The relationship 
between space, ceremonies and sebel shape environmental relations and forms of its 
management. 
Other scholars have expressed similar observations on governance, environmental 
management and intangible relationships. In their paper on the “enchantment of 
agriculture”, Pedersen and Dharmiasih (2015) investigate the relationships between subak 
management practices, government policy and ceremonies. They describe how one 
subak leader (BB: pekaseh) used annual funding from a government grant to repair dams 
and irrigation canals, build a shrine by a river and a subak meeting pavilion. The leader 
later explained that first he chose the “supernatural aspect (parhyangan)”, then the 
“physical aspect (palemahan)”, then finally the “social aspect (pawongan)” of 
environmental management. This shows the importance subak place on conducting 
ceremonies to maintain niskala aspects of their surroundings. This is similar to what I 
found in marine tourism and environmental relationships in Canggu, with the example of 
Pura Batu Lumbang, which was established to manage the supernatural aspect of marine 
tourism in Canggu. This shows how Balinese people engage with the world and the 
consequences of the shift from agriculture to tourism on Balinese forms of environmental 
management. Canggu’s banjar and desa leaders responded to a disturbance to a sacred 
site through ceremonial actions and the establishment of boundaries by constructing a 
Pelinggih. Pedersen and Dharmiasih (2015:147) similarly observed this among subak and 
ritual management of their fields: “attending to ritual is like an investment, and comes from 
the farmers themselves. Ritual as a first line of response against pests is considered by 
farmers to be particularly important.” This analogy is not intended to equate tourists with 
pests, but demonstrates the importance of ceremonies as a type of environmental 
management. There are several consequences of this insight: policy and environmental 
management approaches should consider and incorporate (either directly or indirectly 
through acknowledgement) Bali Hindu notions of the world, to ensure social acceptance 
and environmental sustainability of management practices. On the other hand, for Bali 
Hindus, the transition from agriculture to tourism means that land and water are used, 
extracted, regulated and managed in new and emerging ways. This has consequences 
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not only for the physical environment, but also for the social relationships that affect 
management practices. Environmental relationships no longer only require giving offerings 
to deities and establishing temples and pelinggihs but as the environment is becoming 
“modern” and “Western”, this means that water is extracted with electric wells with 
unenforced depth limits and extraction volumes. 
Managing plastic and groundwater in Canggu 
Before mass tourism and the introduction of plastic food packaging, waste 
management requirements were different to what they are now in Bali. In preindustrial 
Bali, items were wrapped in coconut leaves, bamboo and banana palms. Surplus and 
abandoned materials were left where they fell, to decompose or be eaten by animals. If 
large quantities caused an inconvenience, they were burnt (MacRae 2012:73) and 
waterways were commonly used to discard waste (MacRae 2012:72). This habit 
continues today, although much waste contains plastic which does not decompose during 
a person’s lifetime. Waterways are still often used to discard domestic waste, at times 
even on a large scale which may correspond to the Balinese order of the world (see 
Chapter 2). In this hierarchy of the world, water and intangible impurities are understood 
to travel from upstream and highlands, down rivers and waterways, accumulating 
pollutants – physical and non-material – while running down to low lying areas and 
eventually the sea. This is a cyclical process that eliminates intangible impurities into the 
sea and brings purities from mountain lakes that are filled through rain and groundwater. 
Water is thus understood to be in motion: flowing in rivers, as currents in the sea, churned 
by winds, waves and tides. Water is always moving, never stagnant and waterways carry 
pollutants and impurities, both physical and intangible. Describing these flows is relevant 
to examine the influences that shape Balinese people’s engagement with environment 
and the consequences this has for managing plastic litter. 
Managing plastic litter 
Existing waste management services are not sufficient in addressing plastic litter in 
Canggu, although interlocutors know that plastic litter can have negative economic 
consequences. The example of waste and plastic shows how intangible actors may 
influence decisions about environmental management practices, while the discussion of 
the powers of temples and the construction of a temple highlight some of the relationships 
with tourism and Bali Hindu engagements with the world. There are regular beach clean-
up events organised by village administration youth groups, local businesses and beach 
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vendors as well as community groups but these are rarely synchronised and consistent. 
Beach vendors who sell food and drink, business owners and staff often clean within the 
vicinity of their shops before opening for business every day. The frustration and difficulty 
of curbing pollution and how it is a multi-layered problem across governance, education 
and infrastructure was expressed by an environmental NGO worker when she described 
her work to me. She is the manager of a Bali-based NGO that conducts environmental 
education programs that teaches about recycling, waste management and the 
consequences of plastic litter at community events and schools. She described her work 
and the challenges she faces to me: 
Currently we focus on long term beach clean-up projects, including 
education to empower the community and the waste management itself. 
Yes, we have a lot of experience conducting beach clean-up events. 
Everyone who participates in such events usually gets excited – both locals 
and tourists. It is good for publication, marketing or to highlight the urgent 
environmental issue but it takes really long term hard work to clean up and 
preserve the beach. At some beaches, no bins mean dirty beaches. Some 
visitors throw their trash indiscriminately despite the availability of the bins. 
Other problems are the trash from the ocean brought ashore in certain 
seasons. But we see this as our (Indonesia’s) lack of proper land waste 
management so we also address this issue not just by cleaning up the 
beaches but also work with the government and communities to manage 
their waste. 
Interlocutors are aware that plastic litter can be detrimental to Bali’s tourism economy, 
ecological processes and their own health but aside small-scale clean-up events, “don’t 
have a choice” or the resources to manage waste appropriately and to prevent waste from 
entering waterways. To improve plastic litter in Indonesia requires multi-tiered approaches 
that go beyond education, to include policies that reduce plastic production, while also 
improving waste management – from collection to recycling. Reducing plastic litter across 
Indonesia is important for the reduction of global marine plastic debris. Investigating the 
case of plastic litter in Canggu is therefore one localised case study that reflects some 
issues relevant to the global problem of marine plastic debris. 
Managing plastic litter is a topic that has occupied countless (and sometimes 
nameless) well-intentioned individuals and organisations who have dedicated vast 
amounts of labour with varying success. It is a global problem that requires international, 
intergovernmental and interdisciplinary solutions and resources (UNEP 2015). Ljiljana 
Rodic gives some examples about implementation and enforcement of regulations and 
laws (UNEP 2015:152-153). To create an effective legal system on waste management, 
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Rodic suggests a multi-faceted approach that includes translating laws and regulations 
into “interpretative and decisional documents” that provide clearer guidance for 
stakeholders on waste handling, collection and transport; allocating authority to specific 
institutions that act as regulatory agencies that implement management strategies; and 
developing waste collection services and waste processing facilities that suit local waste 
demands. Other factors Rodic outlines include increased and targeted data collection and 
reporting, enforcement, monitoring and evaluation. For Bali, this may mean that the 
central government provides financial resources for the regional government to establish 
waste management infrastructure and services, while also enabling regencies (BI: 
kabupaten) to monitor, evaluate and enforce regulations. I offer these preliminary 
suggestions on managing plastic litter with the intention that they will contribute to further 
research, planning and development that can be used for the drafting and implementation 
of a more refined, Bali-specific strategy. 
Water management in Canggu 
Thinking through environmental relations as analytic approach to water management 
practices has enabled me to consider concepts of environment and ways of managing 
water in Canggu. This approach has provided me with “a way of conceptualizing water 
that is compatible with emerging forms of governance, and that might be mobilized to 
inspire change in hydrosocial relations” (Linton and Budds 2014:171). This thesis is 
intended as additional step towards changing the strategies of environmental 
management, regulation and policy. I have sought to demonstrate that such change would 
be appropriate because Bali Hindus practice tangible (hydrologic) and intangible 
(ceremonial) ways of managing environment. Hydrologic forms of water management 
exist simultaneously with religious ways of managing water. There are multiple types of 
environmental relationships and forms of managing it, which exist simultaneously, rather 
than being contradictory. Extracting groundwater from wells in Canggu may be considered 
as a tangible form of extracting groundwater, thus manifesting sekala relationships with 
environment in Canggu that are used in economic activities such as marine tourism to 
construct pools and provide hospitality services (see Chapter 3). On the other hand, 
ceremonies establish boundaries within the marine environment as sacred, leisure, and 
economic space, thus establishing and defining niskala relationships (see Chapter 5). As 
long as the Bali Hindu order of the world is maintained and threats of disorder are 
avoided, hydrological management practices do not stand in contrast to Bali Hindu 
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religious practices. Groundwater is extracted by residents and tourism businesses which 
creates water inequity and increases the risk of scarcity due to economic resources. 
Financial liquidity allows large-scale beach club owners to drill deeper wells and access 
deeper groundwater resources. Banjar members and governments reportedly do not 
manage this extraction effectively, despite regulations that limit extraction volumes and tax 
the extracted groundwater, but lack enforcement (Cole 2012). 
My research suggests that while environmental management strategies are in place 
(Henley 2008), these are ineffective and seldom enforced in Canggu and across Bali. The 
Water Law 2004 was an effort to centralize water management with the national 
government but was later repealed and regional autonomy in resource management was 
increased (Reuter 2011; Roth 2014; Wardana 2015). The current environmental legal 
framework already recognises some autonomy of ‘desas’ (BPS 2017b:36) but this has not 
resulted in enforcement and development of sustainable environmental management 
approaches. Decentralisation led to a transfer of political, economic and administrative 
powers from the political centre in Jakarta to the regencies (BI: kabupaten), rather than to 
the province of Bali as a whole. As a consequence, regency heads (BI: bupati), “can and 
often do ignore the provincial government in important matters such as coordinating a 
sustainable approach to resource management and tourism development” (Reuter 
2011:64). This suggests that national policies give more powers to kabupaten and less to 
governors. Existing water management practices, legislation and enforcement are not 
sufficient in managing groundwater extraction in Canggu, as evident in the droughts, 
scarcities and reports of dry rivers and wells. This research adds to existing legal and 
policy discussions and further suggests the need to revise existing management 
approaches to include local community approaches that acknowledge Balinese 
management practices and governance structures such as on banjar and desa 
administration levels, while also acknowledging intangible relationships with environment. 
Social science scholars on water management have suggested that water plays an 
agentive role in society and water management practices (Crate 2011; Bolin 2009; de 
Rijke 2018; Strang 2015). Models of water management that consider religious 
relationships with water and environment are similarly evident in Peru. Stensrud found in 
her work on water management practices in the Andes that “water is not seen as a 
passive substance that is acted upon by humans; water is part of the human–non-human 
collective; it takes part in sociality and work activities” (2016:86). Bali Hindus attribute 
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agency to deities that manifest in water, such as Dewi Gangga in freshwater. To a 
Balinese person, it is not only water that has agency, because of its given materiality (see 
Hobart 1990), but also because deities use water as an instrument of their powers and 
actions. Taking non-human actors seriously and incorporating this into management 
strategies may improve effective policies, as it “creates the possibility of an alternative 
globalization model of common governance that considers non-human actors and is less 
state-centric.” (Prieto 2016:38; also Bolin 2009). Prieto’s research highlights how an 
existing moral economy among Atacameño people effectively de-commodifies water in 
resistance to economic pressures by mining companies. Prieto’s example shows the need 
to further research governance structures and moral economies among Canggu’s tourism 
stakeholders and Bali Hindu residents. Water management strategies in Canggu may 
therefore benefit from considering not only the agency of intangible actors, but also 
existing village administration systems and governance structures, such as banjars and 
desas. 
Jeremy Schmidt (2017) has critically assessed the influence of American and European 
thought on conservation and water management policies in the USA and, he suggests, 
increasingly internationally. Schmidt’s main argument is that water management policy in 
the USA is shaped by neoliberal and democratic philosophies of “nature” as a resource, 
and that “environment” can be commodified. Integrating intangible relationships with the 
world into environmental management, as Rutgerd Boelens (2014:245) highlights, is a tool 
to investigate “how ‘metaphysics’ links to [water] politics and power”. Drew (2016) also 
researched relations with water, religion and environmental policy and advocates the need 
to open environmental management discourses towards non-Western, non-neoliberal and 
non-dichotomous concepts of environment. Drew suggests that “while water’s religious 
significances continue to be upheld, new structures and management strategies are 
challenging the ways that people think about their daily actions” (Drew 2016:73). The daily 
actions of accessing, managing and consuming water in Canggu are redefined through a 
changing legal framework and the pressures of tourism as socioeconomic driver. Because 
existing models have resulted in high risks of freshwater scarcity and Canggu’s residents, 
such as Nyoman, the beach-side Kelihan Adat, feel disadvantaged and disenfranchised 
from equitable access to clean groundwater, I suggest there is a need to develop an 
integrated management approach that is inclusive of banjar and desa governance bodies. 
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Going beyond discussions of water management in agriculture (Lansing 2009; 
Lorenzen 2015; Schulte Nordholt 2011), this dissertation explored how socioeconomic 
factors shape engagements with environment. Canggu is one example of an international 
mass tourism destination in Indonesia, in which I identify a significant role of tourism 
stakeholders, governments and to some extent religious and village administrations in 
environmental management. These are all evident and important, and instead of 
attempting to identify which of these sectors is more influential, in this thesis I have 
outlined some of the roles various actors play and their relationships with another, in 
causing land degradation through groundwater extraction and plastic litter, and the 
consequences this has for the island’s residents and visitors. For Canggu’s residents, one 
key consequence I identify is the change in environmental relationships this 
socioeconomic transition leads to. 
Exploring the role of rituals as engagement with the world further highlighted the 
importance of considering Balinese forms of governance and management. This is not 
only because of the significance these governance bodies hold in decision making, but is 
also the result of central government management strategies that have favoured tourism 
stakeholders by securing them access to freshwater while also resting considerable 
powers with regional governments and regency leaders.  
Conclusion 
Freshwater scarcity and plastic litter are two environmental issues that are addressed 
through the physical management of environment in Canggu and are considered to be 
increasingly environmentally degrading in the future. In this chapter, I suggested that 
water management in Canggu may be improved by acknowledging the presence and 
agency of intangible actors, as well as by increasing the involvement of existing village 
administration systems and governance structures in regional management approaches. I 
further proposed that Bali Hindu concepts of environment, influence waste management 
practices and stand to some extent outside of government control, as these are managed 
by banjar and desa administrations. A sacred tree determined the location of a village 
waste management site which highlighted how intangible relationships with the world have 
consequences on the ways Balinese people relate to and conceptualise their 
surroundings. Balinese people continue to navigate their lives according to an order of the 
world into sekala and niskala while also engaging in an international tourism economy. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusions: Environmental relations 
in Canggu 
 
From the first day I arrived in Bali and observed beach vendors place offerings in the 
sand by their stall, I was fascinated by the historical, social, cosmological and 
cosmopolitan relationships Balinese people live in, and how they navigate their religion, 
environment and the tourism economy. Throughout this research project, I lived, 
documented and described various experiences that shape my study of the ways Balinese 
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people relate to and conceptualise their surroundings. During his stay in Bali in the 1930-
1940s, the musicologist Colin McPhee already observed similar events and asked similar 
questions to those I addressed in this thesis. In an autobiographic book (McPhee 1960) 
he wrote about his stay in Bali and how he decided to stay in a property at the bottom of 
the hill-end of the village, near a waterway, which was not only cheap and undesirable to 
Balinese residents due to its location, but also articulated by Bali Hindu residents to be 
frequented by malevolent spirits. Several years after McPhee wrote his book, the first 
hotel was built by the beach in Kuta. 
In 2018, real estate prices in Bali continue to grow, putting many Balinese landholders 
in a position to sell their land or develop it into tourist accommodation. Canggu’s residents 
today continue to participate in the tourism economy. In a conversation with one of the 
Balinese beach vendors I had connected with since my first day in Canggu, I mentioned 
the construction of a new beach club near Canggu. I had heard of allegations that the club 
violated building regulations, which prohibit businesses and other projects to build on to 
the sand of a beach, so I asked if the vendor saw the project as controversial. He told me 
that his concern was not about the legal regulation, but about economic prosperity and 
continuation of religious practice. He explained that he would continue trading, even if he 
had to move somewhere else. He would continue to develop his own business, even if 
that meant relocating within his home banjar – adjacent to the beach we were standing on 
- or even further. He took the conversation in a very relaxed and almost jovial manner, in a 
way I had not heard many expatriates or tourists speak about tourism development and 
allegations of violating building restrictions. As long as Balinese people can continue to 
use the beach to practice ceremonies, on this stretch of sand that is considered the 
customary site for post-mortem ceremonies, the construction does not worry him. This 
statement addresses the themes I untangled throughout this thesis of the relationship 
between Balinese conceptions of and relations with environment (BI: lingkungan), the Bali 
Hindu notions of sekala and niskala, and how Balinese people navigate existing relations, 
including intangible relations, with making a living from marine tourism. 
In this concluding chapter I discuss the conceptual and applied implications of the 
findings I explored throughout the dissertation, in particular how sociocultural factors such 
as religion and economic contexts, influence the ways people relate to, conceptualise and 
interact with environment. Ceremonies are engagements with the niskala and often have 
the intention of maintaining an order of the world. These sets of practices have 
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consequences in the world and shape engagements with the intangible realm. This can be 
considered a form of environmental engagement that relates to Bali Hindu society, rather 
than government regulations. Because the national government has an interest in 
expanding the tourism economy in Bali, paying attention to intangible forms of 
environmental management may become socially, environmentally and politically 
necessary. While highlighting intangible relations with environment is conceptually 
challenging to social scientists, this also presents challenges to policy makers because 
the ritual practices stand to some extent outside of their jurisdiction, because it is common 
in Bali that village priests, high priests and religious leaders make decisions about 
ceremonial activities. I suggest that legal recognition of Bali Hindus to exercise religious 
rituals and acknowledgement of the deities in waterways and other aspects of 
environment may be appropriate in Bali. 
Redefining binaries 
After the melukat ceremony in the mountains near Ubud, the Kelihan Adat explained to 
me that there are two worlds in Bali: the sekala and the niskala, and Balinese people live 
in the context of both worlds (see Chapter 2). Both worlds exist and are directly related 
through tangible and intangible relationships. As intangible beings and humans traverse 
both realms, the boundaries between the two are blurred. While this is a binary view of the 
world, this is by no means an exclusive concept comprised of opposite and contrasting 
realms that stand as a dichotomy. Instead, there is a mutual dependence between actors 
in the tangible and intangible realms which are co-constituent and influence another. An 
economic and ‘Western’ notion of ‘nature versus culture’ does not entirely reflect how 
Balinese conceptualise their surroundings. Rather, the relationships should be understood 
as environment and society, as the relationships are fluid, rather than strictly divided into 
separate categories (Reuter 2002:268). As this thesis discussed, there is evidence to 
suggest that for Balinese people, there are multiple realms – the niskala and the sekala. 
Among anthropologists, this is a contentious topic. Tim Ingold (2000) has opposed this 
notion and suggested that there is only one world, but people perceive and interpret it 
differently. The multiple reality approach on the other hand is considered somewhat 
radical, as its advocates (Kohn 2013; Viveiros de Castro 2013; Holbraad 2008; 2012) 
suggest that it is not humans who interpret objects and environments differently, rather 
these interpretations are so significant and radically different, that the objects and 
environments actually constitute different realms. Martin Holbraad (2008) suggests that 
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these realities are redefined through practices, relationships and processes such as ritual 
engagements with intangible beings. My experience of researching and analysing 
Balinese ritual practices, opened my mind to the plurality of “worlds” (BI: dunia), as one 
Bendesa described it. Bali Hindus thus articulate events as taking place as a result of the 
agency of roh-roh gaib and deities, the intangible beings that live in the niskala. To Bali 
Hindus, living in two realms is part of everyday life. 
The tangible and intangible realms and Balinese ways of being in the world stand 
outside strict dichotomous concepts. Balinese people may not conceive of a dichotomy 
between epistemology and ontology, or subject and object as opposing and mutually 
exclusive like many “Western” societies do (Fox 2016:50; Hobart 1996:2). Being and 
knowing coexist simultaneously, they overlap and influence another. A subject shapes an 
object, while objects may also affect the actions of the subject. The niskala is neither only 
an ontology, nor only an epistemology (for that reason I have abstained from investigating 
environment under the banner of traditional ecological knowledge or other epistemological 
approaches; see Connor 2016 for an overview of these; also Berkes and Turner 2006). 
The niskala is a lived experience, which is a reality that shapes the lives, practices and 
actions of Bali Hindus and their concepts of environment. Drawing on models of thinking 
that go beyond dichotomies of human existence is necessary for me, as a non-Balinese 
anthropologist, who describes Balinese society. Thinking through binaries rather than 
dichotomies is necessary, because “hybrid concepts which combine the Balinese category 
of the niskala with social science categories such as economics and topography enables 
us to transcend what might otherwise appear as contradiction” (MacRae 1997:263). The 
“contradiction” that MacRae suggests needs redefining refers to a divide between sacred 
and profane, where economic processes may be considered to stand outside religious 
rituals and may not be mutually compatible. A hybrid way of thinking has enabled me to 
discuss how ceremonies and temples can be understood as attracting tourists, while 
plastic litter deters visitors. Describing environmental relationships through ethnography 
and political ecology enables me to overcome what might otherwise be considered as a 
dichotomy between society and environment and describe Balinese environmental 
relationships as intersecting and mutually dependent between the sekala and niskala. 
The examples I outlined in Chapter 5 highlight how Balinese people describe religious 
practices as having direct consequences on economic processes - like the beach vendor’s 
wife praying for business, Ketut describing visitors coming because of her ceremonies and 
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the Bendesa Adat who says that temples have ‘powers’ that attract tourists. Ceremonies 
are therefore practices that manifest and define the relationship between the tangible 
sekala which includes economic activities, plastic and water as resource, and the 
intangible niskala which underpins much of the daily and other ritualised activities and 
engagements with the world (MacRae1997:263). The reader should not interpret Balinese 
notions of an order of the world as a translation of human to sekala, and natural into 
niskala. The Balinese binary should be considered as a hybrid and interrelated model that 
exists in its own realm and a social context that is to some extent beyond ‘Western’ social 
theory. 
To describe Balinese forms of environmental management requires non-Balinese 
scholars, like myself, to attempt to think beyond ethnocentric ways of viewing the world, to 
become “post-Western” (Dove et al. 2011; see also Escobar 1999:8). As Lansing 
suggests, this “will require us to broaden the perspective from which we view social 
institutions, and in this way to challenge the Eurocentric focus of Western social theory.” 
(Lansing 2009:8). In this dissertation I was reflexive of my ‘Western’ subjectivity and 
describe to an English audience the need to redefine the binary between humans and 
their surroundings in the context of Bali Hindu relationships with environment. This 
redefinition also involves acknowledging that managing Canggu’s surroundings involves 
rituals that are engagements with the niskala. 
Managing Canggu’s surroundings and engagements with niskala 
Exploring the niskala and efficacy of intangible actors throughout this dissertation was 
intended to highlight some of the sociocultural factors that shape human-environment 
relationships in Bali. In Chapter 3 I looked at the consequences the transition from 
agriculture to tourism has on forms of groundwater use and management. Conducting 
qualitative interviews enabled me to highlight how village leaders see the “environment” 
(BI: lingkungan) as becoming increasingly “modern” and “Westernised”, while in Chapters 
4, 5 and 7 I explored the agency of intangible actors who influence the lives, decisions 
and actions of Bali Hindus. 
Describing and analysing intangible actors is important to consider for environmental 
management, as environmental relationships are established and maintained through 
ritual practices and physical manipulation of an environment. Canggu’s surroundings, 
including humans and economic processes, can be used as vehicles for the agency of 
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deities. Deities and ancestor spirits are manifested in trees, rock formations and foreign 
visitors, and can become instruments for these intangible actors. To Bali Hindus, 
Canggu’s ‘environment’ is more than a ‘construct’, but is a “lived experience” which is 
practiced and known (see also de Rijke et al. 2016; Jacka 2015). The niskala exists in a 
logic where causation and consequences of actions and events are explained through the 
presence of intangible actors. Balinese people attribute agency of these intangible beings 
to lived experiences, from falling in trance or ceremonial purification, to economic 
processes such as serving customers in a beach bar or taking them surfing. Economic 
processes such as tourism are understood to occur via niskala actors, as MacRae found 
that: “Ritual well performed is pleasing to the gods who are moved to respond with 
generosity. Tourism is […] merely a vehicle for the delivery of the bounty of the gods.” 
(MacRae 1997:491). 
Thinking back to the definition of land management of “applying known or discovered 
skills to land use in such a way as to minimize or repair degradation” (Blaikie and 
Brookfield 1987:1; see Chapter 1) helps me consider ritual practices and relationships 
with the intangible realm as Bali Hindu engagement with the world intended to ensure the 
continued “beauty” (BI: keindahan), “maintenance” (BI: diupacarcai) and “sustainability” 
(BI: kelestarian) of Bali’s socioeconomic and environmental processes. Adding to Blaikie 
and Brookfield’s definition might therefore include acknowledging cosmological 
relationships, such as practices and lived experiences with intangible beings and the 
existence of a metaphysical realm such as the niskala. Barrow has suggested the need to 
include qualitative, subjective sociocultural factors into management strategies. Following 
his suggestion, I have sought to clarify human-environment relationships in Bali as lived 
experiences and practices, with the intention to inform environmental management 
strategies (Barrow 2006:86-87). The next section discusses the kinds of environmental 
management evident in Canggu. 
Among the various environmental management approaches that exist (Barrow 
2006:163-175), this research indicates that currently in Canggu there are two overarching 
approaches: one approach that is regulated by the central government and is favourable 
towards large-scale tourism stakeholders; and secondly, a “local and community” 
approach to environmental management (Barrow 2006:168), as practiced and governed 
by banjar and desa members that includes the subak, as well as religious responses to 
threats to the order of the world. Environmental management in Canggu does not consist 
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of one singular approach, but there are at least two (religious and physical) which overlap 
and are practiced simultaneously. Canggu’s environment (BI: lingkungan) is increasingly 
becoming “modern” and “Westernised”, as one Kelihan Adat explained to me, which 
indicates the increased presence of a state-centric environmental management approach 
(see Chapter 3). There are also local, community-driven approaches to environmental 
management, as evident in the construction of Pura Batu Lumbang, which is articulated 
as preventing “disorder” (BI: kacau) from entering Canggu and has “powers” (BI: 
kekuatan) to attract tourists and provide continued availability of tourist revenue. 
Community-driven approaches are also evident in the beach clean-up events organised 
by expatriates, local banjar members and NGOs. Canggu’s surroundings are managed in 
ways that extend beyond state-centric approaches, but also in ways that extend beyond 
the physical manipulation of environment to establish and maintain intangible relationships 
with the niskala. Integrating the community-driven approaches involves acknowledging 
sociocultural factors such as that the niskala realm and its actors have consequences in 
the world, into state-driven strategies is key for Bali’s future sustainability. 
Consequences of niskala 
My study adds to existing work with an insight into the role the niskala plays in an 
international mass tourism destination and how it shapes environmental relationships. 
Similar to Lansing (2009), Hildred Geertz (1995) and Clifford Geertz (1972b; also Boon 
1977), I found that to Balinese people, the niskala is connecting: it is the relationship 
between people themselves (those who live in the marine environment to those in the 
mountains), locations (connecting to the sea, mountain lakes and springs), as well as 
tangible and intangible environments (sekala and niskala, as people administer a blessing 
of water to people and things). Water, in the form of freshwater, seawater and Tirta, is a 
physical manifestation of these metaphysical connections. Water is the manifestation of 
deities and connects the sekala and niskala realm (MacRae 1997:192). Tirta is ritually 
used in ceremonies, thus the manifestation of the niskala is a lived experience that is 
practiced during Bali Hindu rituals. Water connects humans, ancestor spirits, deities, but 
also places, rituals and time.  
Like Peccaries and Amerindians for Viveiros de Castro, I thought about what 
statements about the niskala and the presence of intangible actors does for the humans 
who live their lives in the context of the niskala (see Chapter 1; Holbraad 2008). What are 
Balinese actually saying with statements about the presence and efficacy of the intangible 
  
165 
realm? What are Bali Hindus actually saying when they say that a particular rock or tree is 
sacred? The niskala has consequences in the world, including connecting people, places, 
objects and establishing relationships. These relationships not only exist as a discourse, 
but there are practices, action, ceremonies and social norms that exist around them, such 
as the practices and ceremonies necessary to establish a sacred site such as Pura Batu 
Lumbang. Environmental relations entail religious, economic and power relations. I 
understand Balinese engagements with their surroundings as partially comprised of 
practiced relations and that the niskala is brought into existence through the entangled 
agencies of humans, deities, ancestors and other unseen beings. Balinese practice 
ceremonies to ‘pray for good luck’ in business, love and good health. Daily offerings, 
regular ceremonies and the temples themselves thus attract tourists and are intended to 
maintain the balance between humans and deities who roam the sekala and niskala. In 
this exploration of the context of the Bali Hindu religion, termed the “Religion of Holy 
Water” (BI: Agama Tirta), I found that water is what enables humans to bridge the tangible 
and intangible realms. I became aware of this several times when priests used Tirta to 
bless offerings before they could be presented to deities. In other cases, I observed how 
Tirta was used when a trance was coming to an end and the body of the person who fell 
in trance was exposed to Tirta to ‘bring back’ the person after their bodies were 
possessed by spirits (BI: roh) from the niskala. Purification ceremonies, such as melukat, 
are ways for humans to ritually purify themselves. The water in which devotees emerge 
themselves during this purification ceremony is a physical manifestation of the purifying 
strengths of Dewi Gangga and Dewa Baruna. These practices are the relations that 
manifest the niskala. Humans, deities and ancestor spirits are mutually entangled through 
their agencies. For my research, this means that everything is both subject to and 
entangled in these relations and agencies: political relations, economic forces and social 
dynamics - all underlying the sekala and niskala - define Balinese life, their relations with 
environment and engagements with the world. The intangible beings, the roh-roh gaib 
(BI), as several interlocutors referred to them, have an agency over humans and entities 
like the sea and waterways, including economic processes. 
Humans and their surroundings mutually constitute and depend on each other, and 
stand in continuous interplay with another through the rituals that enact both the sekala 
and niskala. H. Geertz and C. Geertz (1978:13) identified relationships as connections 
between temples as enacted through ritual practice, while Lansing (2009) has 
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demonstrated the relationship between temples, by the example of the subak system. 
Thomas Reuter (2002) has worked with the Bali Aga people in Bali’s highland regions and 
explored how temples are connecting in three domains and rituals are interactions with 
these. Reuter refers to these as “social process” as part of connections named “banua”. 
My study therefore adds to these existing works that note the various connecting domains 
of rituals, temples and intangible relationships, by focussing on the coastal community of 
Bali Hindu residents in Canggu and how the connecting factors extend into explaining the 
causation of economic processes and shape environmental relationships. I intend to write 
a discussion on the physically and metaphysically connecting attributes of Tirta, rituals 
and the niskala as a type of performed relationship in the future. Before I further discuss 
the consequences this has for anthropological considerations of water, pollution and 
human-environment relationship, I outline how the sekala and niskala redefine 
environmental relations. 
Sekala and niskala (re)define environmental relations 
The establishment of Pura Batu Lumbang was a consequence of what local religious 
leaders saw as a threat to the order of their village and reacted by establishing a Pelinggih 
on a sacred site which was a rock formation in the sea near a popular surf wave in Batu 
Bolong. This was articulated to me as the consequences of the socioeconomic processes 
of tourism and people who would climb the site “carelessly” (BI: sembarangan), but also a 
reaction that corresponded to the way Bali Hindus consider the marine environment as 
ruled by Dewa Baruna, God of the Sea. On another instance, a waste dump was moved 
because a worker suffered an injury (Chapter 7). As a consequence, the workers 
established a pura in the nearby tree and ritually serviced it daily (BI: diupacarai), which 
they understood as being inhabited by an intangible being (BI: roh). 
To address the question of what do concepts do, I suggest that the niskala realm 
requires Bali Hindus to manage an intangible realm through rituals, as there is an ever-
present threat of kacau (BI: chaos; see Chapter 1 and 4). The existence of niskala and 
sekala is not only important for a conceptual discussion of environment, but permeates 
nearly every aspect of Balinese life, including, gift giving (Wiener 1995) and economic 
activity (MacRae 1997; Hobart 1990). The niskala is an ontological reality, a way of being 
in the world that also shapes the ways Balinese people think about and engage with their 
surroundings. Ceremonies and the niskala connect Balinese people to their deceased 
ancestors in ways that entangle the living with the dead and the divine. The rituals, stories 
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and social and cosmological interactions I have observed and discussed throughout this 
thesis are the tangible (and observable) and intangible (felt and described) relationships 
that define and establish the niskala. Equating sekala with society and niskala with nature 
would be a misunderstanding of this intricate Balinese way of being in the world and 
would be a misinterpretation of a key point I propose in this thesis: Balinese people are 
affected by the powers of deities and consider themselves to live within two different, but 
interrelated realms. To appease intangible beings and otherwise engage with them, 
Balinese take the agency of conducting ceremonies and giving offerings. 
The distinction between sekala and niskala is important to highlight in this discussion of 
environmental relations, because the niskala shapes approaches to environmental 
engagements and stands to some extent outside the policy realm of government 
approaches to environmental management. The niskala connects humans with the 
actions and intentions of spirits, deities and ancestors. These rituals are the relationships 
that bring the niskala into existence. Rituals are the relations, and not representations of 
beliefs. Martin Holbraad (2008) has discussed these phenomena, their evidence and how 
anthropologists should describe these. In his research on divination practices in Cuba, 
Holbraad’s informants told him that “spirits cause headaches”, which he interpreted as 
true and serious. Drawing on the perspectivist concepts of Viveiros de Castro, Holbraad 
(2008:S101) terms these “infinitions”, short for “invented definitions” a continuous 
redefinition of what it means to be in the world: 
… when the santera says that Jorge’s flat is occupied by spirits, she is 
not making a claim about an already existing state of affairs. She is 
bringing such a state of affairs about […]. Jorge’s home is redefined as 
one occupied by malevolent spirits, his headaches are redefined as 
caused by the spirits, the spirits themselves are redefined as vulnerable to 
the santeria’s expert cleansing, and so on.  
When Balinese people talk about the purifying attributes of Tirta, the agency or 
presence of deities, they bring the niskala into existence through their discourses, as well 
as their practices and actions. The practices define the niskala, which in turn also defines 
the existence of Balinese people. 
Other researchers have found that the agency of intangible beings has similar 
consequences on the people around them. Sullivan (2017) explored her interlocutor’s 
relationships with the ancestor spirits “tse-khom” in Namibia who have agency by 
influencing the actions of Sullivan and her colleagues. The actions of one tse-khom 
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required a ritual response by humans, thus shaping human-environment relationships and 
power dynamics. Similar to Holbraad’s infinition, Sullivan (2017:222) finds that “when 
people live as if something is real – through repeated and shared invocations, affirmations 
and practices – then this reality does indeed tend to be(come) real”. This reality is 
expressed in and simultaneously invoked by actions, narratives and practices that shape 
lived experiences. Sullivan continues to emphasise that this reality is not merely a 
‘representation’ of a ‘belief’ but fundamentally shapes the lives of her interlocutors, as the 
tse-khom are real “not only in the realm of symbolic representation regarding the 'reality' 
shared by groups of people, but perhaps also more literally in the ways that the world is 
understood and encountered to be” (Sullivan 2017:222). The niskala is not part of a 
‘belief’, but a reality that defines how Bali Hindus understand, engage and interact with the 
world. 
When Balinese people say there are spirits in trees and in waterways and that temples 
have ‘powers’ that attract tourists, they redefine the world. This is not merely a 
vocalisation of a representation or a redefinition that takes place because of a verbal 
statement. Rather, in this thesis I have been concerned with the rituals and practices that 
make up the relationships between the tangible and intangible realms and how these 
redefine the ways Balinese people relate to ‘environment’ and engage with it. Interactions 
and engagements with intangible beings are important parts of Balinese life, as “invisible 
deities, ancestors and spirits are principal actors on the Balinese stage, and their 
interventions constitute many of the most important events in the lives of Balinese Hindus” 
(Howe 2006:62). Balinese can influence intangible actors who are understood to cause 
events and actions, such as people falling in trance, attracting tourists and finding the 
causes of events such as illness. Studying environmental relationships through the 
spatialisation of sebel, exploring how Bali Hindus pray for good business and how events 
are understood as acts of intangible actors, has enabled me to identify how Balinese 
people consider themselves as being between the sekala and the niskala (de la Cadena 
2015:98ff; Connor 2016). 
The ethnographic description of this dissertation has also performed new relationships: 
between me and the interlocutors, whom I still regularly talk to, and between this text and 
the information it presents to the reader. This thesis has created new relationships 
between my work, the reader and the people, events, actions and narratives of Canggu. 
And a few more relationships exist as a result of my research and this dissertation. 
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Living in Canggu: navigating religion and tourism 
Religion and working in marine tourism are not exclusive. For example, one surf coach 
told me that he is also a priest. He surfs, earns money as surf coach and is the village 
temple priest (BB: Pemangku Pura Puseh). This is not contradictory, as some literature 
suggest a contradiction of personal purity with the alleged impurity of the sea (see 
Chapter 1): these economic and religious practices can exist simultaneously. Balinese 
navigate tourism and religion by engaging in both alongside each other while ensuring 
there is no violation of religious norms. They live through multiple relationships with 
multiple realms. They may engage in beach clean-up events just like they conduct 
religious purification rituals. Water and waterways are many things at once, depending on 
the context of the relationships. A beach is the site for rituals for Bali Hindus, and also a 
site for economic activity and a place subject to plastic litter that requires physical removal 
of plastic waste. The sekala and niskala exist simultaneously and Balinese people 
continue to pursue religious activities, protect sacred sites and an order of the world, while 
also working towards the economic prosperity that comes with participating in the tourism 
economy. The following sections discuss what my data contribute to anthropological 
considerations of water and pollution in Bali. 
Water: sekala and niskala 
How do anthropologists express the variations in concepts of water across societies, 
although the materiality is the same – or similar in every place? If everyone sees and 
interacts with the same material (such as a waterfall, the sea or a rock) then why are there 
different interpretations of environmental factors? Veronica Strang (2004) suggests that 
water has a shared materiality – it is life giving, liquid, fluid - that sets a particular agenda. 
She argues that “the environment is not a tabula rasa” (Strang 2005:97) but has a given 
materiality that presents the same basis for all social relationships with environment, while 
the ways these relationships are entangled and enacted vary (see Strang 2014; Wright 
2017c). 
Linton and Budds (2014) have used the term “hydrocosmological cycle” in reference to 
“alternative knowledge systems” and forms of water management. The authors describe 
this cycle as guiding irrigation practices and water rituals, and link it to “cultural identity”. 
They continue to suggest that water is a “socio-natural process by which water and 
society make and remake each other over space and time” (ibid:170). The authors take a 
social science approach to the hydrologic model of the hydrological cycle and seek to 
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emphasise that water and society are inseparable and mutually constitutive, as 
particularly evident in religious practices. Their paper draws on the work of Rutgerd 
Boelens (2013:234), who has used the hydrocosmological cycle as an approach because 
he suggests that it “interconnects the cyclical dynamics of hydrology, agro-ecology, 
human lifetime and cosmology”. Boelens uses this approach to investigate water, power 
and identity in the Andes, and pays particular attention to governance and the 
relationships between water flows, water “truths”, knowledge and religion. This focus 
resonates with my attention to the social relationships with water. Boelens (ibid:245) 
suggests that thinking through the hydrocosmological cycle extends an understanding of 
the hydrosocial cycle “by intimately linking diverse water cultures, rights frames and 
worldviews to the socio-natural construction of hydrologic flows – requiring analysis that 
goes beyond patterning of ‘social’ and ‘natural’”. He further suggests that it enables 
researchers to “analyse how ‘metaphysics’ links to (water) politics and power” (ibid), a 
relationship I also observed in Canggu and that is evident in other examples of human-
environment relationships. The hydrocosmological cycle is a narrative intended to 
highlight the social character of water for natural scientists such as hydrologists, and 
expresses a similar notion to thinking through water and thinking through social relations. I 
presented an ethnographic narrative of “thinking through environmental relationships”, 
rather than adopting the hydrocosmological cycle, because I intend this research to 
contribute towards social science discussions that analyse and express the mutually 
constitutive character of water, environment and society. Rather than adopting a narrative 
tailored towards the natural sciences, I continue with the qualitative term “environmental 
relationships” to be inclusive of environmental management practices beyond water and 
to include waste management and plastic litter in this discussion., because it enabled me 
to articulate the plurality of relations (e.g. religious, economic and political) rather than 
only power or religious relations. 
Thinking through environmental relations and identify how Balinese people consider 
themselves as part of the sekala and niskala. Environmental relations are lived 
experiences that highlight the hybrid character of the relationships between Balinese 
society and the tangible and intangible realms. Reflecting on a discussion with 
Oestigaard, Strang (2014:168; also Tvedt and Oestigaard 2010:3) suggests in general 
terms that “water is always nature and culture at the same time”. Water is therefore not an 
entity that is ever separate of social interpretation and interaction. Instead of taking 
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dichotomous views to water, a hybrid approach is necessary to articulate the mutually 
constitutive character of human relationships with environment. In the case of Bali, 
Strang’s statement may be rewritten to say that: water is both sekala and niskala. For Bali 
Hindu relationships with water, the fluid and connecting attributes of water transcends life 
and death, pure and impure, kotor (BI: dirty) and suci (BI: sacred). Water is always both 
sekala and niskala, because “water connects different domains of social life” (Orlove and 
Caton 2010:402). 
I found that water exists as manifestation of deities and their characteristics through the 
practices and relationships enacted in rituals. Deities, the ability to purify from intangible 
impurity and to purify a human body, exist because of the relationship Balinese people 
enact through ritual practices. Water, in its various forms is sacred, therefore it is not only 
materially present, but water is also the respective deity. Water’s sacredness exists 
through relationships and processes. Thinking through relations enabled me to address 
intangible relationships when describing Balinese forms of environmental management 
that go beyond the physical manipulation of environment. 
Many societies, from world religions to animistic belief systems, worship water deities 
(Drew 2016; Kehi and Palmer 2012; Strang 2015) and rivers can play a particularly 
significant role. Maori groups in New Zealand hold an ancestral connection to the 
Whanganui river, a “living being” which local kin groups consider an animate entity and gift 
it with offerings (Salmond 2014). After a legal battle between the British Crown and Maori 
representatives, the New Zealand government acknowledged custodianship of kin groups 
of the river through governance rights, positioning the river’s status to that of a “legal 
being” (Salmond 2014). This example demonstrates not only the acknowledgement of the 
existence of non-human actors in rivers and waterways by kin groups and governments, it 
also highlights the plurality of relationships – in this case several legal positions and power 
relations – people can have with a waterway. In the case of the Whanganui river, as well 
as the Ganga in India (Alley 2002) and irrigation systems in the Andes (Prieto 2016), 
waterways are more than a quantifiable substance that can be understood in “modern” or 
“neoliberal” terms as commodity (Prieto 2016). In these instances, water is also 
understood in religious terms, with an agency that demands human engagement (Linton 
and Budds 2014:179). A similar notion may be appropriate for Bali, to protect access to 
and continued use of waterways and the marine environment for Bali Hindu rituals. As the 
beach vendor whose comments I discussed at the start of this chapter highlighted to me, 
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and the cases of large-scale protests against non-Balinese owned hotel projects 
demonstrate, tourism infrastructure is not accepted by Bali Hindus if it is understood to 
violate the requirements for ritual norms of a sacred site. This further indicates the 
importance of considering intangible aspects of environment, in environmental 
management. Through Pura Batu Lumbang as manifestation of Dewa Baruna, the deity 
can protect Batu Bolong from actions, objects and people that would bring a disorder to 
Canggu and devotees can use it as a site to give offerings and worship the deity. The 
pura is a manifestation of the tangible and intangible realms in Bali. Balinese people are 
entangled in the tangible and intangible environment, which renders nature as “a realm 
inseparable from human thought and practice” (Orr, Lansing and Dove 2015:162) and 
water, in its various forms, bridges the physical and intangible realm because it has 
material and metaphysical characteristics. There I suggest that there may be merit in 
exploring the legal recognition of Bali Hindu relationships with environment by the regional 
and central government. 
Pollution: beyond ‘matter out of place’ 
The sacred tree by the dump in Canggu is one example of how space and material 
pollution are important to the intangible relationships that influence the tangible realm. A 
site considered sacred is ceremonially maintained and cared for (BI: diupacarai) by 
regularly sweeping the area, placing offerings and maintaining its tidiness, like I also 
observed at Batu Lumbang (Chapter 5), at the sacred site for the melukat ritual in the 
mountains (Chapter 4) and the sacred tree near a waste dump in Canggu. Only the 
imminent area around the tree within the confines of the sacred area needs to be 
maintained, while outside can be littered with waste without affecting that sacred site. 
What stood out to me from the conversation about waste management in Canggu was 
that these residents know of the negative consequence of burning plastic, but continue to 
discard and manage waste in an environmentally unsustainable and degrading way that 
also harms their personal health. They know that burning plastic can cause cancer, but 
continue to burn it regardless. Kadek told me that he is employed by the village 
administration (Desa Dinas) and that there is a general lack of resources available to this 
local government office. Waste is thus a social, economic and political issue. I was told 
that the desa dinas cannot supply waste management facilities, because it does not have 
the resources to do so. Burning piles of waste was therefore described as an 
unfavourable, but most convenient “solution”. Waste management is a multi-faceted 
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process and discussing Balinese concepts of environment and the significance of the 
sekala and niskala throughout the thesis is intended to explore how intangible relations 
and the existence of niskala beings influence decision making for waste and 
environmental management. 
It is important to consider tangible alongside intangible relationships with environment, 
because both have consequences in the world and play a role in environmental 
management in Canggu. Similar to Hindus in India (Alley 2002; Drew 2016), Bali Hindus 
also categorise material pollution and intangible impurity differently to Eurocentric ways of 
thinking of material pollution and ritual purity as mutually exclusive. Bali Hindus do not 
necessarily consider plastic as contradicting with the sacredness of a sacred site. Plastic 
and sebel are different categories of disturbances that pose different kinds of threats to 
different realms: plastic physically pollutes the tangible realm, while sebel presents a 
threat to the order of the intangible realm, which in turn could have consequences on 
humans. 
Sebel and acts that are “careless” (BI: sembarangan) or “dirty” (BI: kotor) may incur the 
wrath of a deity and exists within particular spatialized contexts. These notions are more 
than ‘pollutants’ that are symbolic of social norms and represent ‘matter out of place’, as 
the often-quoted functionalist anomaly theory of pollution advanced by Mary Douglas 
suggests. In Bali, notions of sacredness (BI: kesucian) and environment (BI: lingkungan) 
are interrelated in spatialized characteristics such as the flow of water from above to 
below. These notions extend beyond a concept of pollution as ‘matter out of place’. Sebel 
should be considered as a state of being. Rather than ‘pollution’ as ‘representing’ socially 
constructed categories of norms and identity, I outlined the social processes that defined 
ritual impurity as state of being and as spatialized notion that determines and is 
determined by social norms and practices. I suggest that space, environment and 
sacredness are shaped through relationships, lived experiences and ritual practice, 
including those that relate to the establishment and maintenance of boundaries between 
economic, leisure and sacred spaces. Sebel, the use of Tirta in purification rituals and the 
role of the sea in post mortem rituals, helps to describe and analyse how the relations Bali 
Hindus have with the intangible realm define the characteristics and attributes of this 
realm and the beings that roam it, as well as their physical surroundings such as the 
marine environment. Ritual impurity is more than ‘pollution’ as a ‘representation’ of that 
which stands in contradiction with social norms. Impurity should instead be described as a 
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lived reality that is evident in quotidian lives and practices and is shaped by, while also 
shaping, Balinese people’s relationships with environment. 
Human relationships with environment 
Following Hobart’s discussion of an anthropological agenda of researching social 
practices under the notion of “after culture”, I investigated ceremonies as environmental 
engagements and how they can be understood as a type of management according to 
Bali Hindu conceptions of the world. Thinking of practices in this way is my approach to 
articulating the religious events I observed after analysing the data I collected from Bali 
Hindu interlocutors. I acknowledge that describing ceremonies in this dissertation could be 
understood as reshaping these religious practices into an English-language, 
anthropological narrative. After analysing the information shared with me by religious 
practitioners, tourism workers and village leaders, I suggest that their way of thinking of 
and interacting with environment is different to the environmental management approach 
by the central government that favours economic development. To describe how this way 
of being in the world may take shape and may be able to be expressed, was the objective 
of this dissertation. 
What does this dissertation tell us about how social scientists can describe the 
relationships humans have with their environment? In Chapter 2 I defined relationships as 
actions, flows, narratives and concepts, including intangible entities, that establish 
connections between economic and religious engagements with the physical and 
metaphysical surroundings in Bali. Because of the multiplicity of relations Balinese have 
with environment, it is important to describe the ways Balinese people relate to 
environment in a hybrid way that is inclusive of the mutually constitutive, as well as 
agentive dynamics between society and environment. A key conceptual debate around 
water revolves around the questions of how societies and social scientists conceptualise 
water and how anthropologists can express this. The subject of this question queries the 
mutual constitution of water - as part of the physical and metaphysical environment – and 
society. Those interested in this debate ask whether water is a social ‘construct’ (see 
Strang 2005; discussion in Chapter 3). With this thesis, I suggest that if researchers want 
to go beyond a nature - culture divide in the way they conceptualise humans and their 
surroundings, debates must go beyond a social constructivist approach to water, as it 
would perpetuate debates around ‘society constructing nature’ and hence continue to 
conceptually divide humans from their surroundings. Jerry Jacka (2015) is similarly critical 
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of constructivist approaches, because he also sees the questions such an approach 
poses as misleading. Rather than pursuing nature as a social product, Jacka (2015:77) 
suggests social scientists should investigate the processes and actions through which 
humans relate to their surroundings: 
To speak of a nature outside of culture, or a culture outside of nature, is 
problematic as they are mutually constitutive. Our central concern, then, is 
seeking to understand the processes by which the environment is 
constituted by human activities and what impacts environmental changes 
have on those activities. 
Canggu’s environment is defined through the rituals and relationships that enact the 
tangible and the intangible worlds. Such an approach, it should be emphasised, does not 
propose that ‘nature’ is a ‘social construct’. Instead, I draw on Jacka to propose that 
‘nature’ and ‘culture’ are mutually constitutive, thus posing the need to rethink the human-
environment binary: Canggu’s surroundings shape the lives of Bali Hindus, while the ways 
that Bali Hindus conceptualise and relate to their surroundings also shape their 
engagements with the world (e.g. a commercial use of groundwater through extraction 
from wells for tourism beach clubs and subak irrigating water from mountain lakes through 
ritualised practices). The Bali Hindu order of the world and their way of seeing sebel as 
threat of disorder to their community, led Canggu’s residents to construct a pura at Batu 
Lumbang to uphold boundaries between sacred, economic and leisure space. 
Metaphysical characteristics and factors led to physical changes in the marine 
environment. 
Through examples of observations and conversations with Balinese interlocutors, I 
have presented a qualitative description of the relationships Balinese people have with 
environment. One consequence of taking seriously such a hybrid concept is the need to 
also conduct interdisciplinary scholarship. Combining mixed methodologies and data 
analysis from ethnography, political ecology and environmental management, while 
thinking of social interactions and practices as relationships, has enabled me to think 
beyond dichotomies and reposition myself open towards binaries, such as a divide of the 
world into physical and metaphysical realms. 
Arturo Escobar (1999:8) has similarly proposed the need to re-think the human 
relationships with environment through hybrid models that integrate the relationships 
between humans, environment and religion, when considering non-Western societies: 
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unlike modern construction, with their strict separation between 
the biophysical, human, and supernatural worlds, it is commonly 
appreciated now that local models in non-Western contexts are often 
predicated on links between these three domains. 
As the examples of praying for good business (Chapter 5) and the intangible 
relationships that shape environmental management (Chapter 7) demonstrated, 
socioeconomic processes and environmental management practices are intrinsically 
linked with the niskala and the intangible beings that have consequences on the world in 
Bali. 
The existence and agency of the niskala realm demonstrates ways of knowing and 
being in the world that are ‘radically different’ to my own, which are shaped by Western 
notions of nature and culture as dichotomy. This presents the need for me to think beyond 
dichotomous conceptions of human-environment relationships. Marisol de la Cadena 
(2015: 63) has also faced this substantial difference between how she and her 
interlocutors relate to the world and proposes the need for social scientists to 
acknowledge this “radical difference”. De la Cadena (2015: 63) uses this expression to 
describe that which stands outside of her existing conceptual comprehension: 
I learned to identify radical difference [...] as that which I “did not get” 
because it exceeded the terms of my understanding. Take earth-beings, 
for example: I could acknowledge their being through Mariano and 
Nazario, but I could not know them the way I know mountains are rocks. 
But above all, I learned to identify radical difference as relation, not 
something Mariano and Nazario had (a belief or a practice) but the 
condition between us that made us aware of our mutual misunderstandings 
but did not fully inform us about “the stuff” that composed those 
misunderstandings. 
Sekala and niskala are “radically different” to the way I know and live in the world and I 
may never be able to completely express these concepts through ethnographic 
description in written English. Balinese people will always know their society, their identity 
and their practices better than non-Balinese (Hobart 2000:49). This dissertation is 
therefore my effort at articulating the radical difference between me – as a German-
Australian, white male anthropologist – and Balinese interlocutors, in a way that is 
intended to inform policy makers, tourism developers and other stakeholders that are 
entangled in the relationships in which Canggu’s residents live their lives. With this 
dissertation, I also intend to contribute to the literature on anthropology and environment. 
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Anthropology and environment: after nature and culture 
In Mark Hobart’s (2000) work, “After culture”, he criticises “Western” scholars as 
appropriating Balinese concepts of individuality and society into “Western” ways of 
thinking. Hildred Geertz similarly suggested that Balinese people understand “self” to be 
made up of multiple characters, which stands in contrast to the “Western ontological 
assumption that the world is made up of individual selves (which) makes it hard to imagine 
a Balinese conception in which there are no clear lines between self and society or 
between self and self” (Geertz 1995:22). Geertz’s statement highlights a relational 
conception of Self among Balinese people. Thinking through relations therefore is 
intended to articulate how my interlocutors also described the interrelatedness between 
humans, deities and the physical realm, in a way that is mutually constituent. That is, 
narratives and practices define the niskala, which at the same time also defines and 
shapes the actions and practices of humans. To acknowledge this, I suggest it is 
necessary to conceptually bridge the divide between Self and society, and also to go 
beyond “Western” narratives of culture constructing nature. 
Strathern (1992) and Escobar (1999) have already suggested that social scientists 
have entered an epoch that defines humans as being “after nature”. I suggest that 
researchers must not only think beyond “culture”, as Hobart (2000) suggests, we must 
also think beyond ‘nature and culture’. A focus on human relationships with environment, 
space, place and the living and non-human entities that dwell in the surroundings of 
humans highlights the urge to reconsider a strict nature-culture dichotomy, as it is not 
representative of non-Western societies. What may otherwise be considered nature or 
environment from a ‘Western’ perspective, in Bali may not only be understood as 
linkgungan (BI: environment), but also extend into the realms of sekala and niskala. Being 
critical of “Western social theory” (Lansing 2009:8) enabled me to be reflective and critical 
of my own epistemological and ontological situatedness. Avoiding rigid terms to 
conceptualise Balinese society is also reflected in the work of Stephen Lansing (2009) 
and Hildred Geertz (1995), who both suggested that Balinese society demands 
descriptions that stand outside Eurocentric thought models. The ethnographic data I have 
outlined in this thesis have therefore demanded a type of description that is relational and 
ontological, rather than constructivist, to be suitable to articulate Balinese relationships 
with the sekala and niskala and their surroundings. 
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With this ethnographic approach to human relationships with environment, I sought to 
go beyond a notion of ‘nature versus culture’ and instead focus on hybrid models that 
emphasise social flows, processes and connections. Adopting ethnographic research 
methods and critical thinking enabled me to describe the relationships between humans 
and their surroundings, ask how interlocutors understand themselves and their 
surroundings, and ask how these concepts become enacted in various ways and what 
consequences these concepts have. This dissertation is a synthesis of my own 
understanding and analysis of Balinese people’s statements and other existing social 
science descriptions of Balinese society. My work is one drop in the sea of relationships 
that have attempted to articulate human relationships with environment. 
Thesis summary and reflections 
I discussed the Balinese order of the world in Chapter 2, and further used Chapters 4 
and 5 to demonstrate how Balinese consider themselves and the world around them 
through the sekala and niskala, a tangible and intangible realm, where humans and non-
human actors have agency and affect all events and phenomena. Chapters 3 and 6 took a 
political ecology perspective to identify and discuss the anthropogenic causes the 
increased risk of freshwater scarcity and social consequences of groundwater extraction 
and plastic litter in Canggu, while Chapter 7 discussed the suggested consequences the 
data have on environmental management and engagements with the world in Bali. 
The changing land use brought by the expansion of the tourism economy in Canggu 
also results in shifting social relationships and social conceptions of environment. In 
Canggu, water, waterways and other aspects of ‘environment’ are both a commodity as 
well as various intangible beings such as deities (BI: tuhan) and ancestor spirits (BI: roh) 
with metaphysical properties. The mixed methodological approach of combining 
ethnographic and political ecology methods of data collection and analysis has enabled 
me to investigate environmental relations that go beyond the physical manipulation of a 
space. In conclusion, I have suggested in this dissertation that examining social 
relationships with environment is an important aspect of informed and integrated policy 
that is socially accepted and environmentally sustainable. 
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Glossary 
Banjar: a Balinese form of village organisation and also describes an area, 
neighbourhood and the people who live in it. A banjar is more than a geographic area, it is 
the foundation of Balinese village organisation and is an important institution to village 
governance. 
Banten: all types of Bali Hindu offerings, including larger parcels and constructions 
during bigger ceremonies. 
Bendesa Dinas/Adat: the elected leader of a desa. 
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Canang (BB): daily offerings performed by Bali Hindus. 
Desa: a democratic form of village organisation led by an elected leader, divided into 
several banjars. There are two types of desa: adat (customary) and dinas (administrative).  
Kelihan Dinas/Adat: the elected leader of a banjar. 
Melasti: are purification ceremonies. This is also the biggest, island-wide purification 
ceremony that is conducted annually in the lead up to nyepi, the Balinese ‘new year’. 
Melukat: a ritual washing and cleaning ceremony.  
Niskala (BB): dunia gaib (BI), the intangible realm of deities, spirits and the 
metaphysical realm.  
Pemangku: a Bali Hindu priest. 
Plastic litter: plastic waste that is created by humans that has been discharged – 
deliberately or undeliberate – into the environment. 
Pekaseh: elected leader of the subak. 
Pura: a Bali Hindu temple. 
Sebel: a person, an object, a place and a timeframe that is not suitable to prayer and 
activities relating to deities. 
Sekala (BB): dunia nyata (BI), tangible realm of living humans and physical world in 
Bali. 
Sustainability: ensuring the availability and quality of resources – freshwater, soil, 
biodiversity – without it decreasing over time. 
Tirta (BB): Holy Water used in the Bali Hindu religion. 
Warung: a small store that sells snacks and drinks, sometimes cooked meals and hot 
coffee. 
Waste management: a multi-faceted policy approach that is comprised of four domains: 
environmental (including environmental impact and climate change), social (governance, 
economic) and integration (Sustainable Development Goals). 
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Appendix 1: Number of population by subdistrict 
 
Source: BPS 2017b 
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Appendix 2: Wet rice field conversion in Badung 
 
Source: BPS 2017b:16 
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Appendix 3: Original interview transcripts  
Bendesa Adat on purification 
Di Bali banyak sekali ada proses untuk menyucikan diri, membersihkan diri. 
Menyucikan diri, membersihkan diri… Membebaskan diri dari pengaruh-pengaruh negatif. 
Itu ada yang disebut dengan melukat, ada yang disebut dengan Prayascita, ada dengan 
Byakaonan, ada dengan Pewintenan. Nah kemudian, bagaimana keterkaitannya ini 
dengan proses-proses yang lain dalam kehidupan ini? Sesungguhnya semua ini adalah 
mempunyai tujuan untuk memohon kepada Tuhan agar diberikan kehidupan yang 
terbebas dari pengaruh efek negatif. Pikiran biar tidak ada kacau lagi, di sini diharapkan 
baik. Kalau di sini tidak kacau, di sini juga tidak kacau… action-nya, kerjanya, 
perbuatannya juga baik. Tapi kalau di sini sudah kacau, tidak mungkin di sini baik, di sini 
kacau; semuanya akan kacau. Nah ini agak berbeda Mister, kita di sini di Hindu ada 
sejenis keyakinan. Kekacauan-kekacauan itu karena kena pengaruh dari alam semesta. 
Bahwa di alam ini mungkin ada kekuatan-kekuatan yang ikut juga bermain atau 
mengganggu; Sehingga banyak akhirnya ada orang melukat, setelah dilukat, menjadi 
orang itu sehat, tidak sakit lagi. Kemudian orang dikasih Prayascita… Ya, di pura itu… 
ketis itu, disirati; orang itu merasa plong sekali. Pikirannya tidak lagi tidak karuan. 
 
Bendesa Adat on Pura Batu Lumbang 
Bendesa Adat: Batu Lumbang itu memang salah satu tempat yang dikeramatkan dan 
disucikan. Itu dulu. Sehingga orang-orang semestinya tidak sembarang orang naik ke 
atas batu itu. Tetapi semakin hari, semakin ke sini, batu itu seperti dipakai untuk objek 
pariwisata: Duduk-duduk, selfie-selfie, foto-foto. Nah, itu ada dampak positif terhadap 
pemangku yang ada di Batu Bolong. Kalau boleh dikatakan, dimarahi dia. Kenapa tidak 
diawasi ini? Sembarang orang naik. Apalagi yang wanita datang bulan. Itu ndak boleh itu. 
Nah, kemudian untuk mencirikan atau mungkin memberikan satu pengumuman bahwa 
ini, tempat ini suci, maka dibuatkanlah pelinggih. Pelinggih artinya tempat atau tanah dari 
manifestasi Tuhan. Itu artinya pelinggih. Lalu: siapa yang di sana? Adalah Dewa Baruna, 
dewa laut. Dewa penguasa laut, namanya dewa Baruna. 
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Bendesa Adat on Canggu and tourism 
Bendesa Adat: Ini sekarang adalah Canggu pariwisata. Jadi ada beberapa turis yang 
berbisnis di Canggu. Dia berhasilnya itu karena mendapat sejenis restu dari…  kekuatan-
kekuatan yang ada di pura. Power-nya ada di itu. Sehingga kontribusinya, juga 
perhatiannya terhadap pura itu sama besarnya seperti kita. Kalau misal ada seremonial, 
dia nyumbang. Ada kontribusi dia. Banyak sekali kegiatan-kegiatan [actions], 
partisipasinya banyak sekali. Karena dia meyakini dengan itu dia selamat. Sekarang ada 
yang dari Perancis, yang punya bar. Nah itu, jadi dia mendapat kesuksesan itu karena 
ada pura di sampingnya, ada tempat suci di sampingnya. Itu yang memberikan kontribusi 
banyak. Sehingga dia sendiri dengan seluruh karyawannya itu, sangat sekali concern 
untuk keberadaan ini. Tiap hari apa mestinya, itu terserah dia itu. 
Thomas: What do you think is the main tourist attraction in Canggu?  
Assistant: Menurut Bapak, napi niki apa yang menarik wisatawan di Canggu, apa yang 
membuat wisatawan tertarik di Canggu? 
Bendesa Adat: Secara fisik, sehingga menjadi unggulan (superior) di desa Canggu 
adalah ombak, ombaknya yang tinggi. Yang nomor dua, ini yang agak sulit saya 
terjemahkan, karena itu adalah rasa hati pada mereka. Adalah memang kekuatan-
kekuatan katanya, kekuatan-kekuatan yang tidak bisa dia tolak, yang sangat bersahabat 
dengan mereka. Apa namanya… sulit sekali saya… sejenis ada vibrasi.  
 
Beach vendor - plastic waste in waterways 
Beach vendor: Iya, itu saya tidak mengerti, kenapa orang harus membuang di sungai tapi dia 
tidak tahu akibat. Membuang di sungai dia membuat banjir. Sekarang, kenapa orang, saya tidak 
habis mengerti, kenapa orang tidak mengerti dengan kebersihan, kenapa dia buang sampah di 
sungai. Kadang ada orang mau buang sampah saya langsung tanya: ‘Kenapa bapak buang 
sampah di sana’. Itu datang ke pantai! Saya orang di pantai. Saya lihat sampah datang dari 
sungai. Ya. Saya paling tidak senang, kalau ada orang buang sampah di sungai. Orang banyak 
buang sampah di kali, itu banyak banyak masalah. Kalau setiap hari orang buang sampah di kali 
terus hujan langsung pull. Sudah berapa kali sudah terjadi di lingkungan ini. Dia buang sampah 
every day di jalan, di sungai and then hujan, and then 'plung' [outward motion], banjir. Itu 
membuat orang banjir. 
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Kelihan - observing plastic 
Kelihan: Pengetahuan yang ada di sini aja. Tidak ada orang lain yang 
memberitahukan. Maaf ya, saya lihat dan pantau yang ada di sini aja. 
Thomas: Lihat diri sendiri? 
Kelihan: Ya. Oh, begini dampaknya kalau misal, sori ya, ada tamu dampaknya begini. 
Begini dampak baiknya, begini dampak buruknya. Itu tetap kita lihat, kita 
pantau di lingkungan kita. Memang sih ada seruan dari pemerintah, kalau 
begini, ini begini cara mengatasinya. Memang sih ada hal seperti itu, tapi 
yang jelas kita pantau di lingkungan kita sendiri. Masing-masing lingkungan, 
masing-masing tempat itu, pasti ada itu.. apa… beda caranya memantau, 
bukan sama. Itu penelitianlah namanya. 
Thomas: Biasanya kalau ada informasi tentang lingkungan, tentang seperti itu… 
Biasanya Bapak dapatnya dari mana? 
Kelihan: Dari pemerintah. Pemerintah kabupaten, pemerintah provinsi. 
 
Kelihan - wells 
(Original) Kayak dia kan punya sumur bor 2. Yang satu 80 meter. Yang satu lagi 100 
meter. Jadi otomatis air di tetangga itu kan diserobot (grabbed) sama dia dari bawah 
karena kedalaman sumur dia dalam sekali. Jadi disedot lah yang sumur-sumur gali itu. 
Otomatis semua air ke sana. Kita kering nggak ada  air. Banyak yang terjadi begitu. 
Banyak vila-vila itu kan yang punya sumur bornya dalam sekali. Kita nggak ada air. Dari 
itu saya pikir untuk bikin sumur bor di sini. Sekarang airnya bagus. 
 
Kelihan - tourism investors 
Sudah diobok-obok sama investor, mau dibikin apalah mungkin… Soalnya masyarakat 
Bali, adat Bali tidak setuju, makanya tolak reklamasi. Karena itu bawa dampaknya akan 
jelek nanti. Coba kalau itu nanti sudah terjadi, diurug, otomatis airnya meluap 
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(overfowing). Terjadilah banjir, tsunami, daerah yang terendam (submerged) air. Itulah 
yang terjadinya nanti karena kecerobohan (carelessness) manusia, yang tidak bisa 
merawat lingkungan, melestarikan lingkungan, mengindahkan lingkungan. Itulah 
terjadinya. Coba lingkungan kalau tidak kita rawat. Bagaimana asli lingkungan Bali ya… 
misalnya pantai itu tidak diurug, tidak akan menimbulkan masalah. Kalau itu pantai diurug, 
otomatis airnya naik. Coba di sini airnya naik. Saya yang di pinggir pantai merasa kecewa 
(frustrated), keberatan. 
 
Kelihan - environment 
Kalau lingkungan alami itu kan lingkungan aslinya Bali yang belum diutak-atik sama 
investor. Itu namanya lingkungan alami. Alami artinya lingkungan asli Bali, indah lestari, 
bersih. Itu namanya lingkungan alami. Mungkin kalau ada kurang pohon-pohonan, bunga-
bungaan... Kalau cuma sebatas ditebang aja, merusak lingkungan. Tidak alami 
lingkungannya, sudah modern, sudah sedikit kebarat-baratan. Rusak dia jadinya 
lingkungan. Jadi lingkungan itu jenisnya dengan penanaman pohon, bunga-bunga… 
Kalau itu tidak diteruskan, lingkungan bisa rusak. Maka jadilah bisa ada tanah longsor, 
banjir dan lain sebagainya. Memang lingkungan itu… kita harus peduli dengan 
lingkungan. Harus dirawat, harus dilestarikan, harus dijaga, harus diamankan, dan lain 
sebagainya. 
 
Kelihan - the tangible and intangible realm 
Kita di dunia ini kan, kalau orang Bali kan ada dua dunia. Dunia nyata dan dunia gaib. 
Ada makhluk hidupnya itu di sana. Kalau kita kan di dunia nyata. Kalau yang lain itu kan 
di dunia gaib. Istilahnya wong samar, itu kan dunia gaib. Sama sih katanya seperti kita. 
Tapi yang beda di gininya… di hidungnya. Di bawah hidungnya itu. Tidak ada cekok-nya 
ini. Dia kan rata. Nah itu, katanya di dunia gaib. Tapi kekuatannya lebih kuat daripada 
manusia. Begitu. Ya kan, kalau menurut cerita itu kan dia bisa mengambil orang, kalau 
dia mau, dunia-dunia gaib itu. 
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Vendor - tangible pollution and intangible impurity 
 Kalau secara sekala lihat anunya bersih semua rapi, kalau niskala itu bersih, kita yang 
merasakan bersih didalam. Sekala itu kan bersih yang kelihatan yang tampak jelas oleh 
mata, terlihat bersih. Kalau niskala kita yang merasakan bahwa itu sudah bersih. Tapi kita 
tidak lihat dengan mata, tapi dapat kita rasakan. 
 
Kelihan - environment in Canggu 
Kalau di Bali, khususnya di Canggu, itu lingkungan bagus, sehat. Karena berkat kita 
sebagai masyarakat, penataan itu nomer satu. Penataan lingkungan, pengawasan 
lingkungan, penjagaan lingkungan. Jadi lingkungan kalau tidak ditata dan diawasi, akan 
makin semrawut. Contohnya pandangan dari depan; di jalan dan di rumah. Kalau tidak 
ditata kan tidak bagus. Apalagi di ruangan terbuka. 
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Appendix 4: Map of Canggu, Kuta Utara, Badung, Bali and Indonesia 
 
Source: Map produced by author using Google 2018 
 
Source: Map produced by author using Google 2018 
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Source: BPS 2017d 
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Appendix 5: Photo essay of Canggu 
Photos by Thomas Wright, unless indicated. 
 
Image 1: Cremation ceremony and tossing the ashes and offerings into the sea in 
Canggu (Images 1 – 4). 
 
 
Image 2 
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Image 3  
 
Image 4 
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Image 5: Bali Hindu devotees during a melasti ceremony near Pura Batu Bolong, 
Canggu. 
 
 
Image 6: Permanent waste bins (BI: tempat sampah) with burn marks in Canggu. 
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Image 7: The sacred tree next to a village dump. 
 
Image 8:  The sacred tree next to a village dump with plastic litter next to it. 
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Image 9: A river filled with plastic litter (Photo via Keep Bali Clean). 
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Image 10: A tray of daily offerings (BI: banten). 
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Image 11: An irrigated waterfall with a shrine dedicated to Dewi Gangga. 
  
220 
 
Image 12: A Bali Hindu priest in ceremonial clothing by the beach next to surfers with 
Pura Batu Lumbang in the background. 
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Appendix 6: Workforce in Badung by industry 
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Appendix 7: Ethical Clearance 
 
